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Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1011MT-1 for Montana, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

	(A)(1) Demonstrating past commitment to early learning and development
	20
	15

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State demonstrated past commitment to early learning and development through collaboration among various state agencies and organizations and increased spending on early childhood education and development programs which has increased by 3.4 million over the past five years [(A)(1)(a)].

The State also demonstrated past commitment through existing State legislation, policies, practices, and initiatives [(A)(1)(c)] such as

· Moving from half-day to full-day kindergarten; 

· Developing and updating early learning and development standards at infant, toddler, and preschool levels [(A)(1)(d)]; 

· Implementing and currently evaluating a Best Beginnings STARS to Quality Program (STARS) five-level Tiered Quality Rating Improvement System (STARS TQRIS); 

· Addressing family engagement across the five levels of the the STARS TQRIS[(A)(1)(d)]; 

· Developing a workforce Core Knowledge and Competency Framework that is aligned with National Association for the Education of Young Children and National Association for Family Child Care accreditation standards, the Head Start Framework, and Program Administration and Business Administrations Scales used in the STARS TQRIS; 

· Providing a hierarchy of early childhood credentials that are aligned with the workforce knowledge and competency framework, [(A)(1)(d)]; and 

· Aligning early childhood credentials and degrees with the workforce knowledge and competency framework [(A)(1)(d)]. 

The State has established several public and private partnerships over the past five years and has received both federal and private foundation grants to implement new initiatives such as the Best Beginnings Community Coalitions, Healthy Montana Kids, Graduation Matters, and Ready 2 Read. The State has exceeded federal minimums to match Child Care and Development Funds to provide scholarships for families of high needs children [(A)(1)(c)].

The State has demonstrated a small increase in the number of Children with High Needs participating in Early Learning and Development Programs. The number of children with high needs who participated in early learning and development programs has been generally stable across the five year period from 2009-2013 although there was a slight increase in the number of children funded through Head Start and Parts B and C of IDEA [(A)(1)(b)]. The State indicated that the number of children served through CCDF programs has decreased because there has been a decrease in birthrate in the State. The State points out that there was a large increase in the number of Children with High Needs participating in Early Learning and Development Programs in 2007 - 2009 due to increased funding and State initiatives. These numbers have remained fairly stable following the initial increase.

The State has not demonstrated moderate commitment related to the current status in key areas that form the building blocks for a high quality early learning and development system. While the State has implemented some of the key areas, the key areas have not been implemented across programs statewide and there is great variability across programs in how and which key areas are addressed.

Early Learning and Development Standards: The State has revised and updated their infant and Toddler Standards and Standards for 3-5 year olds to form one blended set of standards for children from birth – five years of age. The State solicited feedback from experts and stakeholders and incorporated current research and recommended practices in the development of the new Early Learning and Development Standards. These Standards were recently released for public comment and feedback. The State plans to revise and publish the new Standards in 2014.

Comprehensive Assessment Systems: There is variability across programs in terms of the types of child and program assessments employed. For example, the STARS TQRIS and Head Start programs include screening and formative assessment, measures of the quality of the environment, and measures of adult-child interaction. Programs for children with disabilities (Part B and C of IDEA) provide screening through federally mandated Child Find requirements, but they do not include formative assessment, measures of environmental quality, or measures of the quality of adult-child interaction. Programs receiving CCDF funds provide measures of environmental quality but do not include screening and formative assessments or measures of the quality of adult-child interactions. State licensing requirements only require measures of environmental quality and health and safety, and home visiting programs provide screenings, measures of home quality, and of adult-child interactions, but they do not include formative assessments [(A)(1)(d)].

Health Promotion Practices: The State has adopted the Pyramid Model, an evidence-based system developed by the Vanderbilt University’s Center on the Social Emotional Foundations for Early Learning (CSEFEL). The Pyramid Model is used to support social and emotional development, promote mental health and relationship-based interactions, and prevent and address challenging behaviors for young children. The Pyramid Model is integrated within the State TQRIS and is a component of children’s mental health and child welfare services and the Office of Public Instruction’s Behavior Initiative. The State also provides medical services to and coordination of care for uninsured, low income children with special health care needs through the Healthy Montana Kids program. Health and safety standards are included in STARS TQRIS, Head Start, State licensed programs, and programs receiving CCDF funds. They are not required for home visiting programs.

Family Engagement Strategies: The State has a variety of family support and engagement strategies embedded within State licensed and funded and federally funded programs.

Development of Early Childhood Educators: The State has developed a Core Knowledge and Competency Framework that includes early childhood knowledge and skills standards for various levels of credentials. The Framework is aligned with the National Association for the Education of Young Children personnel preparation standards, the National Association for Family Child Care accreditation standards, the Head Start Framework, and the Program Administration and Business Administration Scales. The State has a progression of credentials ranging from Child Development Associate to Infant Toddler and Preschool teacher Certification. However, only a small percentage of the current workforce have obtained credentials, ranging from 0.14% to 9.48%.

Kindergarten Entry Assessments: The State does not currently have a statewide Kindergarten Readiness Assessment [(A)(1)(d)].

Effective Data Practices: There is variability across the type of Essential Data Elements that are included in the State’s data systems. Head Start data system is the only system that includes each of the Essential Data Elements.

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

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State describes a comprehensive early learning and development reform agenda that responds to the needs of the State and that is likely to result in improved school readiness for Children with High Needs. However, some of the goals targeted by the State are not sufficiently ambitious.

The State conducted a statewide needs assessment and aligned the outcomes and recommendations from this assessment to the State’s early learning and development reform agenda. The State describes goals for improving program quality and expansion of initiatives across the State and specifically to high needs areas and Children with High Needs and their families. The State’s goals also target improving outcomes for children, developing a kindergarten readiness strategy, and engaging and supporting families and early childhood providers (A)(2)(a, b). For example, the state targets 100% of all licensed, registered childcare facilities will participate in the STARS TQRIS and 100% of the programs at quality level 3 will be trained on the revised Early Learning and Development Standards.

The goals articulated by the State are achievable through the initiatives identified in the State Plan and the majority of the goals are ambitious. A small number of the goals are not sufficiently ambitious (A)(2)(a, b). A few examples of goals/outcomes that are not sufficiently ambitious include:

· The State indicates that by the end of the grant, the Board of Public Education and Office of Public Instruction will have assurance and articulation standards for public preschools that will enable preschool programs to participate in STARS TQRIS. However, the State Plan does not include a goal for these programs to eventually participate in the STARS TQRIS. 

· The State indicates that 100% of STAR 3 programs and public preschools will be trained to aligned standards. However, there is no goal for them to use the aligned standards. 

· The State indicates it will increase the number of Certified Infant Toddler Caregivers, Certified Preschool Caregivers, and Apprenticeship participants by 10%. This outcome provides only a small number of additional well-trained staff to provide services to Children with High Needs. 

· The State indicates that at least 50% of the Best Beginnings Community Coalitions, in partnership with LEAs, have adopted the transition protocol. A rationale for targeting only 50% of the programs is not provided. 

The State provides clear rationale to justify why the State chose to address selected criteria in each Focused Investment Area (C), (D), and (E) and linked these Focused Investment Area selections to the overall goals of the State Plan (A)(2)(c). The State chose to address Focused Investment Area (C)(1), developing and using statewide, high-quality Early Learning and Development Standards, in order to provide and expand public awareness and professional development training regarding the recently revised Early Learning and Development Standards. These Standards were published in 2013 and currently are available for public comment. The State outlines a plan in C1 to follow public comment with professional development training to increase providers’ knowledge and skill in applying the standards in childcare program.     

The State currently does not have a common screening tool and process that is implemented Statewide. The State selected Focused Investment Area (C)(3) so that it could develop a common, statewide screening tool and approach that can be used cross sector to identify Children with High Needs and provide appropriate follow-up services and supports.

The State currently has many resources and strategies to engage and support families. The State plans articulated in Focused Investment Area (C)(4) will allow the State to expand current projects and develop new strategies, resources, and professional development training to engage and support families through the establishment of a Statewide Family Engagement Framework.

The State selected Focused Investment Area (D)(1 and 2), so that it could develop a great early childhood education workforce by expanding the current Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and improving the knowledge, skills, abilities and retention of Early Childhood Educators. In Focused Investment Area D, the State outlines plans to expand professional development opportunities that are provided cross sector, expand strengths-based coaching Statewide and develop a coaching credential, establish incentives to assist providers in acquiring credentials, and increase the number of post-secondary institutions and professional development providers that offer programs that are aligned with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.

The State chose to address Focused Investment Area (E)(1) so that it could develop and implement a statewide Kindergarten Entry Assessment strategy that will assist educators in preparing children and families for the transition to kindergarten and provide teachers with information they will use to meet the needs of children as they enter kindergarten.

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

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has described a clear plan to establish strong participation and collaboration from Participating State Agencies and other stakeholders throughout the State. The State plans to revise the current State organizational and governance structure to create a Governor’s Office of Early Childhood within the Department of Public Health and Human Services (DPHHS), which will provide oversight to all DPHHS programs that, provide services to young children and their families [(A)(3)(a)(1)]. The State Plan also will build on the existing Best Beginnings Advisory Council, which will be expanded and restructured to include executive and steering committees to oversee the work of the Council and Participating State Agencies. The Council will include representatives from key Participating State Agencies in addition to family and community representation [(A)(3)(a)(1) and (4)]. These revisions and the articulated process for making decisions and resolving disputes are likely to facilitate collaboration and timely decision making among programs  [(A)(3)(a)(3)].

Table (A)(3)-1 clearly identifies the roles and responsibilities of the Lead Agency and Participating State Agencies  [(A)(3)(a)(2)], and other entities and Exhibit 1 (in the appendices) provides a well thought out scope of work for the Lead Agency that is aligned with the application selection criteria [(A)(3)(b) (2 )]. The appendices also provide copies of signed letters of memorandum that include the scope of work for Participating State Agencies [(A)(3)(b)(1)(2) and (3)] as well as strong letters of support from numerous and inclusive stakeholders such as the Board of Regents of Higher Education, Montana Head Start, Tribal communities, Montana Child Care Resource and Referral Network, and the Human Resources Developmental Council [(A)(3)(c)(1, 2)]. In section (A)(4), the State identifies existing funding from Participating State Agencies that will be used to support the State Plan [(A)(3)(b)(1)].

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

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provides a clear description of how existing funds including CCDF, TANF transfer, IDEA, Head Start, and Ready to Readfunds, and grant funds will be used to support the State Plan, but it does not provide evidence to support sustainability of the State Plan after the grant ends. The State does provide a list of existing State, Federal, private, and local funds that will be used to support early learning and development and describes how that funding will be applied to specific initiatives [(A)(4)(a)].

The budget tables and narratives provide a clear plan for how the State will effectively and efficiently use funding from the grant to achieve the outcomes of the State Plan [(A)(4)(b)(1) and (2)]. The existing funds and resources and grants funds are adequate to support the activities and projects described in the State Plan and the costs are reasonable in relation to the objectives, design, and significance of the activities and projects described in the State Plan. The budget also identifies funds from other sources that will be used to support the State Plan and it details the amount of funds budgeted for Participating State Agencies . Details regarding the funds budgeted for Participating State Agencies are aligned with the six primary projects [(A)(4)(b)(3)].

The State has not made a strong case for sustainability of the State Plan after the grant ends [(A)(4)(c)]. The State indicates that many of the existing resources and sources of funding will be used to ensure that the number and percentage of Children with High Needs will continue to be served by Early Learning and Development Programs after the grant ends. It also indicates that the Governor is committed to including sustainability funding in future budgets and that the State will seek funding from private partnerships, participating agencies and districts, and through future legislative initiatives. However, there are no firm commitments from existing Participating State Agencies, public and private partners and agencies, and other stakeholders regarding continued funding that can be used to expand or maintain Early Learning and Development Programs.


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

	(B)(1) Developing and adopting a common, statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	10
	9

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has proposed a thorough plan to improve the statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System(TQRIS) that currently is employed throughout the State. The State previously developed a five-tiered Best Beginnings STARS to Quality TQRIS model and has since updated the model based on feedback from review from stakeholders and agency representatives.

The current STARS TQRIS includes all elements of Program Standards: Early Learning and Development Standards, Comprehensive Assessment System, Early Childhood Educator qualifications, family engagement strategies, health promotion practices, and effective data practices ([(B)(1)(a)]. For example, the Early Learning and Development Standards were revised in 2013 and aligned with the Essential Domains of School Readiness (as shown in the program narrative). The State Career Path includes ten levels of credentials and certifications that are linked to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. Standards and strategies for engaging and supporting families are included in the Early Learning and Development Standards and are embedded and evaluated within the Program Standards for the STARS TQRIS. They also are included throughout the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base within the Workforce Competency Framework. Each of the elements of Program Standards is further addressed throughout proposed program initiatives.

The State contracted with an evaluation company to field test the STARS TQRIS. The external evaluator completed the first phase of the field test in 2012. The Executive Summary provides evidence that the STARS TQRIS does include measureable standards that meaningfully differentiate quality levels, that the levels of quality and expectations increase with each tier, and that programs are able to advance to higher levels of quality. For example, 19% of the facilities had achieved a level 3 rating, 49% of programs maintained a level 2 rating, and 14% maintained a level 1 rating. In addition, 68% of the programs advanced to higher levels during the two-year field testing period. The application indicates that the STARS TQRIS standards are aligned with national program quality standards (e.g., NAEYC, Head Start) but there is no evidence to support this assertion ([(B)(1)(b)].

Currently, all Early Learning and Development Programs that hold State licensure can enroll in the STARS TQRIS, however they are not required to do so. The State plans to increase State licensure requirements so that they align with the requirements for level 1 of the STARS TQRIS. The State has set an ambitious and achievable goal for 100% of all State-licensed programs to be enrolled at level 1 within the STARS TQRIS by the end of the grant. All programs seeking State licensure will also receive a Level 1 STARS TQRIS rating and will be enrolled in the STARS TQRIS system ([(B)(1)(c)].

	(B)(2) Promoting participation in the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	13

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has presented an effective plan for promoting participation in the State’s Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System. The State plans to modify the State licensing standards for childcare programs by 2015 so that they align with the STARS TQRIS level 1. All licensed childcare programs will be required to participate in the STARS TQRIS by the end of the grant. All programs seeking State licensure will receive a Level 1 STARS TQRIS rating and will be enrolled in the STARS TQRIS system. This will increase the number of Early Learning and Development Programs that will participate in the State's TQRIS as well as the quality of those programs and providers within those programs [(B)(2)(a)].

The State also plans to recognize tribal programs that are not administered through CCDF State plans and all Head Start programs, both of which are not required to be licensed, as STARS level 1. This will enable these additional programs to access training and development offered through the STARS TQRIS and potentially move to higher levels of quality [(B)(2)(a)].

Another strategy the State will use to maximize program participation in the STARS TQRIS is to provide incentives for participation. The field test of the STARS TQRIS documented the importance of program incentives in helping programs enroll in STARS and move to higher levels.([(B)(2)(a)]. Examples of program incentives include a higher percentage of reimbursement rates associated with higher levels of quality ratings and access to on site coaching and technical assistance as well as funding for staff education and training [(B)(2)(a)]. These incentives will be available to programs that participate in the STARS TQRIS.

The State will also implement additional strategies that should maximize participation of preschool programs in the STARS TQRIS. Currently the TQRIS is aligned with the Public Assurance Standards for K – 12 public schools. The State plans to align the TQRIS with preschool standards when they are developed in order to encourage these programs to participate in TQRIS and benefit from additional professional development opportunities that are provided to TQRIS programs. In addition, the State will recognize tribal programs that are not administered through CCDF State plans and all Head Start programs, both of which are not required to be State licensed programs, as programs that have achieved STARS TQRIS level 1. As participants in the State's TQRIS, these programs will be able to access training and development offered through the STARS TQRIS and potentially move to higher levels of quality [(B)(2)(a)]. These strategies will increase the number of programs participating in the State's TQRIS.

The State Plan includes several policies and practices designed to help more families afford high quality child care including a sliding fee scale to determine family copayments and scholarships for low-income families and families of children with special needs. Currently the scholarships are limited by the eligibility criteria used by the State. The State plans to revise the eligibility criteria in order to provide additional scholarships for families. The childcare reimbursement incentives to programs also may offset fees paid by families, enabling more families to afford high-quality child care [(B)(2)(b)].

The State Plan includes an ambitious and achievable goal for 100% of all eligible programs to be enrolled in STARS TQRIS level 1 by the end of the grant period, for 50% of those programs to have achieved STAR level 2 and 25% of the programs to have achieved STAR level 3 [(B)(2)(c)]. This target is likely to be achieved given the policy changes that will revise the requirements for licensure so that they align with STARS TQRIS level 1 and the amount of time typcially required for programs to advance to higher levels of quality. Thus, all licensed childcare programs will participate in the STARS TQRIS.

One weakness of the STARS TQRIS is that it currently does not include Early Learning and Development Programs funded under section 619 Part B and Part C of IDEA or programs funded under Title I of ESEA. This limits the number of programs that participate in the State’s TQRIS [(B)(2)(a)]. The State plans to include Part B and Title 1 preschool programs at an undetermined future date after the public schools have developed and offer public preschool programs. It is not clear why the State does not include existing State-funded preschool programs in the TQRIS and has not set targets for these programs to participate in STARS TQRIS. Note that the State indicates that State-funded pre-kindergarten programs will be available for the majority of 4-year-olds, however no other information is provided regarding this goal and the number and percentage of Children with High Needs that will participate in these programs is not provided [(B)(2)(c)].

 

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

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has developed an effective High-Quality Plan for rating and monitoring the quality of Early Learning and Development Program enrolled in STARS TQRIS. The rating and monitoring plan includes standardized evaluations of the environment and adult-child interaction using the reliable and valid Environmental Rating Scale assessments, Business Administration Scale and/or Program Administration Scale, as well as confirmation of staff qualifications and credentials. Certified program assessors must demonstrate initial and ongoing reliability in scoring assessments [(B)(3)(a)]. The State does not identify the frequency of monitoring visits although STAR ratings of levels of quality are assessed annually based on validation of the quality level and achievements toward the program's goals articulated in their improvement plan. It is not clear if additional monitoring visits are made during a year [(B)(3)(a)].

The State will add the Ages and Stages Questionnaire and  Ages and Stages Questionnaire-Social Emotional to the program quality monitoring tools for level 4. The State does not explain why these assessments will only be used with quality level 4  [(B)(3)(a)].

The State also has a variety of strategies for providing program ratings and licensing information to parents and caregivers. Families have access to an on-line licensing portal that provides information about the licensing status of various programs and STARS also maintains a website that indicates the level within the STARS continuum that programs have achieved. Programs also receive certificates they can post indicating their STAR level rating and press release information for sharing this information with the community ([(B)(3)(b)].

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State Plan promotes access to high quality Early Learning and Development Programs for Children with High Needs by providing a number of effective supports and incentives to encourage programs to enroll in STAR TQRIS and advance to higher levels of quality. These include professional training and on-site coaching for STAR staff, self-evaluation and quality improvement plans that allow programs to identify strategies to improve identified deficits or needs. The State also provides incentives and scholarships for providers to increase knowledge and skill through professional development training that is aligned with the Early Learning and Development Standards and the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base that is tied to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework  and statewide Early Childhood Career Path [(B)(4)(a)].

The State provides supports to help families who have Children with High Needs access high quality programs, such as Best Beginning Child Care Scholarships and Special Needs Subsidies. In addition, STARS programs with level 2 or greater ratings receive higher reimbursement payments for children participating in the Child Care Scholarship program. Families with low income also have access to full or half-day Head Start and Early Head Start programs, all of which will be included in the STARS TQRIS program. Families with children with disabilities or who participate in the MIECHV home visiting programs or Child Protective Services and are in need of child care will be referred to programs with at least a level 3 STAR rating [(B)(4)(b)]. The State did not addrress the issue of transportation for families, even though this was identified as a need for families in rural counties on the Statewide needs assessment [(B)(4)(b)].

The targets identified for increasing the number of programs in the top tiers and the number of children who are enrolled in the top tiers are based on experience obtained through the first part of the STARS TQRIS field test.The State reports that the duration of movement to levels 4 and 5 is much longer than it is for movement to levels 2 and 3. Movement to the highest levels typically requires more than one year. Although there will be a small number of programs at levels 4 and 5 by the end of the grant period, given the current pace of advancement across levels, the targets are ambitious yet achievable. However, there are no targets identified for preschool children receiving services through public school Part B and Title 1. Although the State indicates that these programs will not be included until the public schools provide preschool programs for the majority of 4-year-olds, it is not clear why these existing preschool programs are not included in the State Plan [(B)(4)(c)].

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

The State outlines a clear and effective plan for validating the effectiveness of the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System. The first part of this validation plan was conducted by an external evaluation firm. The first phase of the field test was initiated in 2010 and ended in 2012. The field test included a random sample of 78 programs. Findings from the field test indicated that (a) 68% of the participating programs moved to higher quality levels, (b) the financial incentives for achieving higher levels of quality provided to programs by the State promoted movement across levels, (c) coaching and technical assistance for administrators and providers lead to improvements within programs; and (d) the five program levels reflected a distinct progression of program quality, standards, and expectations. The State is currently completing the second part of field-testing with an additional 30 programs that represent a wider spectrum of licensed and registered programs [(B)(5)(a)].

The initial field testing will be followed by an extensive validation study using an appropriate research design and measures of progress that specifically will focus on the impact of the STARS TQRIS system on child outcomes, evaluation of program quality (using the Classroom Assessment and Scoring System), and stakeholder (including families and providers) feedback and perceptions regarding the STAR TQRIS system [(B)(3)(b)].  

The evaluation will be conducted by an independent evaluation firm and will include a historical control group design in which control groups are obtained from sites that did not participate in the first two phases of the STARS TQRIS pilot study and in which child outcomes will be evaluated between control and experimental (i.e. TQRIS) settings. Child outcomes also will be evaluated within the TQRIS settings to determine the relationship between child outcomes and different program levels of quality [(B)(3)(b)]. The specific methods and design of the study and dissemination strategies are not yet identified, but they will be developed by the external evaluator and approved by the Best Beginnings Advisory Council Validation Committee prior to the start of the study.   


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(1) Developing and using statewide, high-quality Early Learning and Development Standards
	20
	16

	(C)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has outlined a generally effective plan to promote early learning and development outcomes for children through common high-quality Early Learning and Development Standards that are used statewide by all Early Learning and Development Programs that participate in the State's TQRIS.

The State developed and adopted a new set of Early Learning and Development Standards for children from birth – five years of age in 2013. These new standards were reviewed by a task force of early childhood leaders and experts across the State and have been aligned with the Essential Domains of School Readiness, as shown in an alignment Table [(C)(1)(a)].

The State indicates that the Early Learning and Development Standards include content area that addresses cultural relevance. The State also indicates that cultural and linguistic competence is embedded throughout the Standards but it does not provide evidence to support that assertion. The State provides only an abridged set of standards in the appendices, so it is not possible to determine if cultural and linguistic diversity is addressed in the standards or if they are developmentally appropriate  [(C)(1)(a)]. 

The State is in the process of aligning the Early Learning and Development Standards and the Essential Domains of School Readiness with the K – 3 common core standards. The alignment with the K – 3 common core exceeds the minimum criteria required in the grant for addressing early literacy and math [(C)(1)(b)]. The additional domains that are aligned include History/Social Studies, Science, and English Language Arts. The State indicates that the alignment with Physical Development and Health, Social Emotional Development, Culture Family and Community, Cognitive skills will be completed.

The revised Early Learning and Development Standards have been embedded within Program Performance Standards as quality criteria within STARS TQRIS beginning at level 2. Programs at levels 4 and 5 are required to develop written curriculum plans aligned with the standards. The Early Learning and Development Standards also have been included in the State’s Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and Knowledge Base for professional development training and higher education programs providing Early Childhood credentials [(C)(1)(c)].

The State indicates that parents and families will be informed and engaged in the use of the standards. The State intends to revise previously developed activity kits for families to assist them in understanding the Early Learning and Development Standards and promoting the early learning and development of their children. The new activity kits will reflect the revised 2013 Early Learning and Development Standards. Other strategies for informing families about the standards are not discussed, such as posting the standards on program and parent-related websites [(C)(1)(c)].

The State will develop and provide training to Early Childhood Educators in Preservice and Early Childhood programs regarding the revised 2013 Early Learning and Development standards. All providers who work in STARS will be required to complete training on the standards. Training on the standards also will be provided cross sector [(C)(1)(c) and (d)].

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	20
	13

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State describes a moderate plan to identify and address the health, behavioral, and developmental needs of Children with High Needs to improve school readiness.
The State has established a progression of standards for ensuring children's health and safety, for family engagement, and for nutrition, social emotional, behavior, and physical activity which are embedded within the different levels of the STARS TQRIS. The State currently does not provide statewide screening and follow-up procedures but it plans to add screening for social-emotional, behavior, and developmental screening to the STARS TQRIS, the  Maternal Infant Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV) program, and the Medicaid Early, Periodic, Screening, Diagnosis, and Treatment (EPSDT) program [(C)(3)(a)]. 
The State plans to increase the number of Early Childhood Educators who are trained and supported on an ongoing basis through contracts with health consultants who provide training and coaching to staff within STARS TQRIS programs. However, the State does not indicate how many additional Early Childhood Educators will be trained through these contacts [(C)(3)(b)]. 
The State currently has additional home visiting programs (such as WIC and MIECHV)  in place to address healthy eating habits, improving nutrition, expanding physical activity, and providing information for families. The State plans to further address nutrition and physical activity through collaboration with the Nutrition and Activity Program (NAPA) and training for staff on the I Am Moving, I Am Learning curriculum [(C)(3)(c)]. The State does not provide information about how the NAPA program will be expanded to childcare programs  to meet the needs of Children with High Needs across the State.
The State does not have a Statewide Child Find screening approach in which children are referred for and receive follow-up services based on screening results [C)(3)(d)(2)]. Individual programs and counties vary in the processes and procedures they use to identify Children with High Needs. The State intends to develop a coordinated statewide Child Find screening and follow-up approach in order to identify young children with special health needs and/or developmental delays and disabilities. The State will adopt the evidence-based ASQ screening test to identify potential developmental needs and the ASQ-SE to identify potential social-emotional and behavior needs. The results of these screening will be used to determine referral for more in-depth assessment, and follow-up and results of these assessments will be shared across programs as appropriate [C)(3)(d)(2)].  
The State has and will leverage existing resources to increase the number of Children with High Needs who participate in Statewide screening with the ASQ and ASQ-SE through the MIECHV home visiting programs, the Medicaid EPSDT benefit, and Part C of IDEA programs. These assessments are approved for use in these programs. The State has included screening within the STARS TQRIS programs and indicates that screening will be included as part of the KEA strategy that will be developed during the grant period [C)(3)(d)(1 and 3)].
The State does not clearly describe how the identification of special health care needs will be addressed in the statewide Child Find process, although there are programs in place that currently conduct health screenings such as well-child care. However, it is not clear what percent of children currently participate or will participate in these programs [(C)(3)(d)(3)].
The State has set achievable but only moderately ambitious targets to increase the number of children with High Needs who participate in screening. The targets increase by only 10% for the first three years and by 20% during the last year of the grant, resulting in only 50% of the Children with High Needs participating in screening and follow-up services based on the results of screenings [C)(3)(d)(1, 2, and 3)].  
The State has described a comprehensive and aligned approach to increase the capacity and improve the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs to support and address social emotional development and mental health concerns. The State currently uses the evidence-based Pyramid model to prevent and address social-emotional needs and challenging behavior at all levels within all STARS TQRIS programs. The Pyramid model provides on-line information, resources, and training modules for staff and parents. Program staff receive training and on-site coaching in implementing the Pyramid model and supporting child needs. The public schools employ a similar and aligned model to prevent and address social-emotional needs and challenging behavior [(C)(3)(e)]. As the number of Early Learning and Development Programs (all licensed programs) participate in the STARS TQRIS, the quality of those programs and capacity to support and address social emotional development will increase.
Additional programs and resources are available within the State to address mental health needs of children [(C)(3)(e)]. For example, the Children’s Mental Health Bureau uses evidence-based therapy modalities and the Child and Adolescent Needs and Strengths Information and Integration assessment tool to provide information and guide treatment of children with mental health needs, and it provides Medicaid-funded mental health support to families. The State has amended State rules to assure that children under five years of age who are enrolled in publicly funded preschools and child care programs, are eligible for Home Support Services to address mental health issues. The State has developed a seven-year strategic plan to provide Parent Child Interaction Therapy and training on Adverse Childhood Experiences for Early Childhood providers to enable them to address mental health concerns for young children.

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	20
	12

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has addressed some of the elements of a High Quality Plan to provide culturally and linguistically appropriate information and support to families of Children with High Needs across Program Standards, but it has not established goals for increasing the number of Early Childhood Educators who will be trained to implement family support and engagement strategies.

Standards and strategies for engaging and supporting families are included in the Early Learning and Development Standards and are embedded and evaluated within the Program Standards for the STARS TQRIS. Program quality is partly determined by the effectiveness of programs in engaging and supporting famiies and meeting the progression of standards associated with each quality level. Standards and strategies for engaging and supporting families also also are included throughout the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base within the Workforce Competency Framework. The Early Care and Education Knowledge Base includes a content area focused on cultural diversity as well as a continuum of competency levels in cultural diversity, including working with culturally and linguistically diverse families [(C)(4)(a)]. In addition, other cross sector programs such as Part C of IDEA also identify evidence-based approaches for engaging and supporting families such as Routines-based Early Intervention.

The State currently has a number of training initiatives and resources in place that can be used to train and support Early Childhood Educators to implement family support and engagement strategies. The State does not indicate how many providers have attended prior trainings, so it is not possible to determine the effectiveness of these trainings in terms of number of providers who are trained. The State does not provide a specific discussion or plan related to increasing the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators who will be trained and supported on an ongoing basis to implement family support and engagement strategies [(C)(4)(b)].

The State describes a plan that will promote family support and engagement statewide by leveraging resources and successful practices from existing programs such as the Family support Services Advisory Council, the State parent organization (PLUK), Head Start, and the Center for the Study of Social Policy and combining these into a statewide Family Engagement Framework. The Family Engagement Framework will be developed by the Best Beginnings Advisory Council’s Family Support Committee and Family Support Network. The State indicates that the Family Engagement Framework will be developed from three existing frameworks developed by Head Start, the Center for the Study of Social Policy, and Center for Disease Control. The State does not describe a plan for how the Family Engagement Framework will be developed and validated or common categories that might be included from these frameworks [(C)(4)(c)].  

The State indicates that the Family Engagement Framework will be used to guide family-based practices and strategies across programs and services but it does not provide a plan for how the Framework will be used Statewide to promote family support and engagement. The State also does not discuss strategies to promote family support and engagement through outreach to family, friend, and neighbor caregivers [(C)(4)(c)].  


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(D)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State outlines current practices and plans that together form a high-quality plan for supporting a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework designed to promote children’s learning and development, leading to improved outcomes for children and a statewide progression of early childhood credentials throughout the State. The State currently has many successful practices in place that allow the State to promote professional development of Early Childhood providers and track the early childhood education workforce. These include a common, statewide Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a common statewide Career Path that includes a progression of ten credentials and degrees that are aligned with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework [(D)(1)(a) and (b).
The Early Childhood Project (ECP) has developed the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base that identifies Core Knowledge and Competencies required across the ten credentials and degrees and across the various levels of quality within the STARS TQRIS. The Knowledge Base includes competencies that address diversity and the Essential Domains of School Readiness and the competency areas are organized around the National Association for the Education of Young Children evidence-based standards for teacher preparation and professional development [(D)(1)(a) and (b).
The State also has developed a Professional Development Approval System for professional development providers. All professional development training is linked to the Early Learning and Development Standards and the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base within the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. Staff training and competencies within the STARS TQRIS are aligned with the Knowledge Base as well as Early Learning Standards [(D)(1)(a and b)].
The State clearly demonstrated that it engaged higher education institutions and other professional development providers in developing the workforce initiatives and aligning professional development opportunities within the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework [(D)(1)(c)]. Several higher education institutions currently align their early childhood course objectives to address the Knowledge Base. The State includes plans for continuing to involve higher education programs and faculty and to increase the number of programs that are aligned with the ten levels of credentials and the Knowledge Base Competencies, including conducting a higher education inventory in order to identify the professional development courses and credentials that are offered across higher education programs, conducting a gap analysis of non-credit bearing professional development to identify content that is not addressed, providing cross sector professional development training in areas identified through the gap analysis, and including all providers in licensed and registered programs in the State’s Practitioner Registry [(D)(1)(c)].

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	13

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State describes a modest plan to improve the effectiveness and retention of Early Childhood Educators who work with Children with High Needs by building on current practices and professional development models. The State Plan also includes achievable goals to increase the number of Early Childhood Educators and professional development programs and opportunities. However, the targets identified by the State are not sufficiently ambitious and do not result in significantly greater numbers of credentialed providers or numbers of higher education institutions providing programs leading to Early Childhood credentials.
The State Plan to improve the effectiveness and retention of Early Childhood Educators who work with Children with High Needs includes currently effective professional development practices. The State provides professional development training primarily through the Child Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R) Network which employs Professional Development Specialists who provide (a) general ongoing training in early childhood education topics, (b) specific training related to STARS TQRIS requirements, and (c) technical assistance and coaching to STARS providers. Other approved providers also may offer professional development training if approved through the Professional Development Approval System. 
The State currently aligns all approved professional development training with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework  [(D)(2)(a)(1)] and [(D)(2)(b)(1)] and provides training through evidence-based training approaches such as coaching and technical assistance to staff working in STARS TQRIS programs [(D)(2)(a)(2)] and [(D)(2)(b)(2)]. Evidence from the field test of the STARS TQRIS indicated that coaching was a critical and effective component in promoting positive staff outcomes, leading to improved outcomes for Children with High Needs [(D)(2)(a)(3)]. 
The State articulates a clear plan to provide incentives for staff to attend professional development training and to work towards obtaining higher-level credentials and for remaining in the workforce for specified periods of time following training or obtaining a new credential [(D)(2)(b)]. STARS TQRIS programs also receive financial and other incentives as they advance through the various levels of quality. The executive summary for the STARS TQRIS pilot indicated that financial incentives was a strong predictor of program quality level achievement and of programs supporting provider professional development and work toward obtaining higher-level credentials [(D)(2)(a)(3)] and [(D)(2)(b)(3)]. 
The State also describes a strong plan to use the Early Care and Education Practitioner Registry to identify gaps in training offered statewide, in specific regions, and by content area. This gap analysis will be used to guide future professional development planning at higher education and community levels and to guide policy initiatives [(D)(2)(c)].  A data specialist will be hired to generate reports that can be shared with providers, programs, and higher education institutions. This person also will create a State of the Early Childhood Workforce report that can be shared publicly and used to guide policy and planning [(D)(2)(c)]. 
The State has established achievable but not sufficiently ambitious goals related to increasing the number of postsecondary institutions and providers with programs that are aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, the number of Early Childhood Educators who will receive credentials, and the number who are progressing to higher levels of credentials [(D)(2)(d)]. The State plans to (a) add only two institutions of higher education that will provide early childhood credentials [(D)(2)(d)(1)], (b) increase the number of certified Infant Toddler Caregivers, Certified Preschool Caregivers, and Apprenticeship participants by only 10%, and (c) increase the percentage of providers who are progressing to higher levels of credentials by only 2.5%. This latter goal increases the number of credentialed providers by only 60 individuals [(D)(2)(d)(2)].
The State recognizes the inequities between certified and noncertified teachers and indicates that it is considering the development of an Early Childhood Education certification that would be commensurate with other certified teachers in order to increase the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators who are progressing to higher levels of credential, but it does not include this as a goal during the grant period [(D)(2)(d)(2)]. The State set a target of a 50% increase in online offerings that would be available to providers in rural areas, by the end of the grant. However, the State does not describe a plan for how this target would be met [(D)(2)(a)(2, 3)] and [(D)(2)(d)(2)].


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	40
	30

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State articulates a high-quality plan to develop a common, statewide Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) that increases understanding of the status of children’s learning and development at kindergarten entry and that will inform instruction and services. The State does not provide an ambitious plan to implement the KEA statewide by the end of the grant period.
The State currently does not have a uniform Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) and there is great variability across programs in the KEA employed. The State describes a plan to select a valid and reliable assessment tool that address the Essential Domains of School Readiness and that is culturally, linguistically, and developmentally appropriate. The KEA will be selected by an Ad Hoc Committee of the Best Beginnings Advisory Council that will be charged with aligning the KEA assessment with the State Early Learning and Development Standards, Essential Domains of School Readiness, and Kindergarten Common Core standards [(E)(1)(a)].
The Ad Hoc Committee plans to solicit input from family members and providers such as Head Start and kindergarten teachers, principals, and early childhood center directors through focus groups. The Committee also will review KEAs that have been adopted by other states. The State also plans to include expert review by representatives from the Office of Public Instruction, Montana University System, Department of Health and Human Services, as well as teachers, principals, and family members to determine content validity of the KEA, assuring that it is appropriate for the target population including children who are English Language Learners and children with disabilities. The State then plans to conduct a pilot study to determine the reliability and understandability of the KEA [(E)(1)(b)].
The State intends to use a phased implementation of the KEA beginning in year three of the grant. The State does not provide information regarding the number of programs that will participate in the KEA field testing or how the KEA pilot will be implemented and evaluated. The State’s goal for the end of the grant period is for only 50% of the programs to use the KEA. The State has not provided information regarding how the phased implementation plan will occur or how the target of 50% of the programs was selected [(E)(1)(c)].
The State will report some data to the Statewide Longitudinal Data System (GEMS) although the application does not identify what data will be reported [(E)(1)(d)]. The data that is reported will be available to schools and teachers for use in planning instruction. The State plans to use existing funds to support the majority of work in developing, implementing, and evaluating the KEA Strategy [(E)(1)(e)].
 


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

The State has developed an effective plan to include all Early Learning and Development Programs that are licensed by the State in the STARS TQRIS in order to increase the number of children from birth to kindergarten entry who are participating in licensed programs that are governed by the STARS TQRIS Standards. The State plans to modify the licensing standards so that they align with the STARS TQRIS level 1 and to enroll all licensed programs in the STARS TQRIS. The modification to the licensing standards will raise the quality of all licensed childcare programs and these programs will be monitored by the STARS TQRIS monitoring system [(Priority 2)(a)].

The State’s goal is for 100% of all licensed programs to be enrolled in STARS TQRIS by the end of the grant period. In addition, the State will recognize tribal programs that are not administered through CCDF State plans and all Head Start programs, both of which are not required to be licensed, as STARS level 1. This will enable these additional programs to access training and development offered through the STARS TQRIS and potentially move to higher levels of quality [(Priority 2)(b)].

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

	

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

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

The State Plan includes many examples of preschool through third grade approaches to sustain improved early learning outcomes through the early elementary grades and leverages existing programs and resources to accomplish these initiatives. However, the State has not developed a high quality plan to improve the quality, alignment and continuity of teaching and learning to serve children from preschool through third grade because the State does not provide State-funded pre-kindergarten programs or services for all Children with High Needs. The State Plan then does not include plans to improve outcomes for preschool-aged Children with High Needs who are not enrolled in TQRIS programs (Priority 4).
Initiatives and practices that are likely to sustain and extend improved early learning outcomes through the early elementary grades for children who participate in TQRIS Early Learning and Development Programs are described below.
The State has established an alignment between the 2013 Early Learning and Development Standards for infants, toddlers, and preschool-aged children, the Essential Domains of School Readiness, and the K – 3 Common Core standards. This should facilitate a seamless transition for children across different programs and services.
The State provides programs to promote, prevent, and address social emotional development and behavior within community-based early childhood programs and school-based programs. The school-based program has been aligned with the Pyramid program that is employed in the community-based STARS TQRIS. This will assure that strategies to promote and support social emotional development and appropriate behavior will be similar across the preschool through early grades continuum.
The State will implement several early literacy initiatives at the pre-kindergarten level in order to prepare preschoolers to benefit from formal literacy instruction in kindergarten and beyond. Early literacy skills are embedded within the Early Learning and Development Standards and the STARS TQRIS program, as well as through the Comprehensive Literacy Plan (birth – grade 12). The State also intends to expand evidence-based preschool practices for promoting early literacy through the Striving Readers, Project Real, and Comprehensive Systems of Personnel Development grants throughout the State. One strategy that the State will use to promote sustainability of early literacy training for children is a professional development cohort model in which program cohorts mentor subsequent program cohorts as they implement evidence-based literacy programs. The State also will provide mini-grants and technical assistance to target communities to enable them to develop comprehensive literacy programs following the Montana Literacy Plan framework.
The State engages and supports families through home visits and transitional home visits as children move from preschool to elementary school programs. The transitional home visits occur the summer prior to kindergarten entry and help to prepare children, families, and teachers for the upcoming transition. This model to facilitate and prepare for transition will be part of the KEA strategy that will be developed and piloted during the grant period.

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

The State has outlined a clear plan to expand existing, successful programs to additional rural areas of the State. The State Plan targets rural counties and communities that are identified as having Children with High Needs and that currently have limited early childhood programs and services. The strategies identified by the State are designed to close the educational and opportunity gaps for Children with High Needs in rural area by expanding and enhancing programs and services for those children and their families, as well as increasing the qualifications of Early Childhood Educators and the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs within those communities. 

The State will expand programs and strategies that have been successfully implemented in rural counties and communities to new targeted rural counties and communities. Example of these programs include MECHV services, Healthy Teen Parent programs, Grandparents Raising Grandchildren programs, and early literacy programs and parent resources provided through local libraries [(Priority 5 (a)].

The State will access the eleven CCR&R agencies to provide training, technical assistance, and coaching for early childhood providers as well as provide on-line training as possible for providers. The State also will include Head Start and tribal programs in the STARS TQRIS programs at level 1and provide in-depth professional development to rural communities [(Priority 5 (b)].

Additional efforts will focus on developing methods to provide statewide coordinated Child Find screening and follow up approaches that will specifically target rural areas of the state. The State plans to establish additional Best Beginnings Community Coalitions in rural areas. These Coalitions already have a record of successfully improving and increasing early learning and development opportunities for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers in rural communities. Together, these strategies should increase the quality of childcare programs in rural communities, provide additional services for infants and toddlers through home visiting programs, increase the number of programs that participate in the State’s TQRIS, and ultimately enhance the State’s integrated system of high-quality early learning programs and services [(Priority 5)(a and b)].


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The State has developed a comprehensive plan to promote school readiness for Children with High Needs. The State Plan addresses all of the criteria under Core Areas (A) and (B), selected areas under Focused Investment Area (C)(1)(3) and (4), (D)(1) and (2),  and (E)(1) as well as Competitive Priorities 2, 4, and 5. Some of the important components of the State Plan include: The State has developed new Early Learning and Development Standards that are aligned with the Essential Domains of School Readiness and the K – 3rd grade standards, the State has established and field tested a five level STARS TQRIS system that will be incorporated within licensing standards for childcare program, the State will conduct a comprehensive evaluation of the impact of the TQRIS on child outcomes, the State has established a Comprehensive Workforce and Knowledge Framework and Knowledge base which will be aligned with all professional development training as well as integrated within higher education programs, and the State will leverage existing resources and funding to support the projects identified for the grant. Together, the proposed goals, initiatives, revisions, and existing programs, policies, and resources have a high probability of:

· Increasing the number of programs that are required to participate in the State’s TQRIS at the initial level of quality, 

· Improving the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs and the number of programs that will obtain higher levels of quality within the STARS TQRIS, 

· Increasing the number of Children with High Needs who will participate in High Quality Early Learning and Development Programs, 

· Providing statewide screening of social emotional, behavior, and development, as well as follow-up services and supports based on screening outcomes, 

· Improving the quality of the workforce  Knowledge Base,   

· Increasing the number of providers who participate in professional development training and obtain early childhood credentials, 

· Providing family engagement and support, and 

· Guiding the development and validation of a new Kindergarten Entry Assessment and facilitating data-based decision making and the sharing of data across programs and providers. 

	Total
	315
	254




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1011MT-2 for Montana, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant has adequately described and documented the State’s past commitment to early learning and development.  Sufficient information is missing in one area.
Evidence of increasing financial investment in early childhood programming and services is provided (A)(1)(a).  Overall, spending on early childhood education and development programs has increased by $3.4 million dollars over the past five years.  The State’s financial investment has included the allocation of funds to support full-day kindergarten and the creation of Healthy Montana Kids to cover uninsured, low-income children. Table (A)(1)-4 and the narrative provide evidence of the State’s financial support of programs and services for children with high needs.
The applicant has not sufficiently addressed efforts to increase the number of Children with High Needs participating in Early Learning and Development Programs over the past five years (A)(1)(b).  Table (A)(1)-5 shows only modest gains in the number of children with high needs in early learning and development programs in the State over the past five years.   No discussion is provided as to why the State’s financial investment described in (A)(1)(a) has not resulted in a substantial increase in the number of high needs children participating in early learning and development programs. 
In describing efforts related to early learning and development legislation, policies, and practices (A)(1)(c), the applicant has described several initiatives, and has shown how these initiatives have worked together to improve services for young children and their families. The applicant states that the State’s Early Childhood Advisory Council will be expanded to have a broader focus with the goal of improving collaboration and coordination among programs providing early childhood services, and local school readiness coalitions will be established in high needs communities to improve coordination and address service gaps at the local level.
The current status in key areas that form the building blocks for a high quality early learning and development system (A)(1)(d) is outlined. The Montana Core Knowledge and Competency Framework and Career Path Framework for early childhood educators have been developed. The State’s Early Learning Guidelines for three to five-year-olds and infants and toddlers has recently been revised and expanded.  The new Montana Comprehensive Early Learning Standards Birth through Five is being released October, 2013.  A Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS), called Best Beginnings STARS to Quality, is currently being field tested in 105 child care programs State-wide. The Pyramid model to support the emotional and social development and mental health of young children has been adopted.  The current status of family engagement strategies is included in Table (A)(1)-9.  Table (A)(1)-13 clearly describes all early learning and development data systems currently used in the State.  The State does not currently have state-funded preschool or a Kindergarten Entry Assessment.

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	14

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

While the State justifies many elements of its early learning and development reform agenda, others are not fully addressed. 
The goals for improving program quality, improving outcomes for children with high needs statewide, and closing the educational gaps (A)(2)(a) lack specificity. Outcomes by the end of the grant are listed but it is not clear that all of the targets are ambitious.  For example, a rationale is not provided for only a 10% increase in the number of certified Infant and Toddler Caregivers, Certified Preschool Caregivers and Apprenticeship participants by the end of the grant; or 50% of Best Beginning Community Coalitions in partnership with Local Education Agencies (LEAs) adopting the transition protocol. 
A summary of the State Plan does not clearly outline a well-defined and credible path toward achieving the goals (A)(2)(b). The applicant includes a list of work to be accomplished in sixteen areas, nine initiatives and six projects that are part of the reform agenda.  A clear explanation of how the areas, initiatives and projects are related is not provided.  The applicant does not clearly connect these initiatives and projects to the goals of the State Plan.
The State proposes to build on the existing infrastructure in 44 counties identified as high needs in order to increase services and to determine how services can be provided statewide.    The  phased implementation of several initiatives within the plan, beginning with targeted high needs communities, is an effective strategy to ensure that efforts will be focused on impacting young children in the State with the highest need.
A strong rationale is provided for the selection of the criteria addressed in the focused investment areas based upon current strengths, priorities, and areas of need (A)(2)(c).  In Sections C and D the selections were made in order to build upon existing identified program strengths.  Section E1 was selected because a Kindergarten Entry Assessment does not currently exist.

	(A)(3) Aligning and coordinating work across the State
	10
	8

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant has demonstrated that the State has a comprehensive plan to ensure strong participation in and commitment from partners and stakeholders as it implements its reform agenda.
A well-defined description of the governance structure to facilitate participation in and commitment to the State Plan (A)(3)(a) is provided.  As the lead agency, the Department of Public Health and Human Services (DPPHS), through the proposed Governor’s Office of Early Childhood, will manage the grant.  The existing statewide advisory council will be expanded and will provide oversight. This is an important strategy to ensure the active involvement of Participating State Agencies and other stakeholders who will provide oversight and systems coordination to the proposed plan.  An organizational chart for the management of the Early Learning Challenge grant is not included and would have provided a clearer picture of the organizational structure for managing the grant (A)(3)(a)(1).
Table (A)(3)-1 clearly specifies the governance-related roles and responsibilities of the Participating State Agencies and other stakeholders (A)(3)(a)(2).  A protocol for consensus decision-making and conflict resolution has been agreed upon by all participating state agencies and the current members of the advisory council (A)(3)(a)(3).  The applicant has not addressed a plan for when and how representatives from participating programs, early childhood educators, families, and other key stakeholders will be involved in the planning and implementation of activities carried out under the grant (A)(3)(a)(4).
Evidence is provided to demonstrate that Participating State Agencies are strongly committed to the State plan (A)(3)(b).  Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) and Scopes of Work from each of the Participating State Agencies clearly define terms and conditions and stipulate the roles and responsibilities related to their involvement in executing the reform agenda.
There is evidence of commitment to the State Plan by a broad group of stakeholders, including intermediary organizations, tribal councils, local school districts, Head Start programs, philanthropic organizations, business and community leaders, and parent organizations.  In all, over 70 letters of support for the proposed plan have been included in the Appendix (A)(3)(C).

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

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant has not fully demonstrated that the budget for the proposed reform initiative will effectively and efficiently support the achievement of the outcomes of the State Plan.  However, overall, the State has provided a medium-high quality response to the criterion.
A clear description of how programs and activities funded by existing grants and funding streams are aligned with the goals and components of the State Plan is provided (A)(4)(a). The applicant has outlined the State, Federal and private funding that currently supports early learning and development in the State, including IDEA parts B and C, Child Care Development Fund (CCDF) funding and match, Striving Readers Comprehensive Literary Program, Early Reading First, Ready to Read, Head Start Collaboration funding, and private foundation funds, but has not clearly described how these funds are aligned with the outcomes of the State plan.  These funds are listed in Table (A)(4)1.  A description of how existing funds will be used for activities and services that help achieve the outcomes of the State Plan is included as part of the Budget Narrative for the Lead Agency (DPHHS) in section VIII.  
The applicant has not fully demonstrated that the proposed budget is adequate to support the activities in all areas of the State Plan (A)(4)(b).  In particular, support for the development and implementation of the Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) is not clearly addressed in the budget.  The applicant has stated that work related to KEA will occur within existing funding sources but has not addressed this in the budget or budget narrative. 
The DPHHS budget includes the addition of childcare licensing personnel and assistants. The need is described as due to federal rules changes and increased licensing standards. The applicant has not clearly described how this supports the project goals.  Sustainability of these positions after grant funding is not addressed.
The applicant does not adequately address sustainability of the proposed plan (A)(4)(c).  The applicant states that much of the grant funds will be used for capacity building efforts that will not have an impact on State or local budgets, but does not provide specific examples. The applicant proposes to build on public private partnerships and to pursue legislative initiatives to ensure sustainability but has not cited any firm commitments toward accomplishing this.  
 


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant has provided sufficient evidence that the State has developed and adopted a statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System.
Building upon its original Quality Rating System, the State has developed a Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS) called Best Beginnings STARS to Quality (STARS).  STARS is currently being field-tested in 105 childcare programs statewide.  According to the Action Plan included in Section (B)(2) of this proposal, full implementation of STARS is planned for 2015.
The applicant has described a TQRIS that includes measures of quality that have been shown to be important for positively impacting children’s learning and development (B)(1)(a).  The STARS system aligns quality indicators with supports and incentives for early childhood programs and professionals.  Components of the system include: a tiered quality rating and improvement framework; workforce and professional development supports to improve individual educator skills and abilities; and infrastructure supports to help programs implement the system, including training, coaching and technical assistance.
Evidence is provided to demonstrate that the standards are measurable, meaningfully differentiate program quality levels, and reflect high expectations of program excellence (B)(1)(b).  STARS describes a continuum of indicators of quality through five levels.  The standards and benchmarks outlined in the narrative and included in the Appendix are based upon research about the characteristics of programs that produce positive child outcomes. The standards align with the Compendium of Quality Rating Systems and Evaluations, and with National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and Head Start program standards. 
The State Early Learning Standards are incorporated into the High Quality Supportive Environments category beginning at STAR level 2.  Assessments of learning environment, individualized instruction practices, provider/child interactions, and program business practices are addressed beginning at STAR level 3. To reach a 5-STAR rating, programs must achieve accreditation status through NAEYC or the National Association for Family Child Care (NAFCC), or meet the Head Start Performance Standards.
STARS documentation of levels and domains is included as evidence in the Appendix. 
The applicant has demonstrated that STARS is linked to the State licensing system (B)(1)(c). State licensed programs and registered tribal programs are eligible for STARS.  Programs must attain full compliance with licensing rules to remain in the STARS program.  As part of the State Plan, the applicant proposes including all regularly licensed and registered providers in the State in STARS by 2017.

 

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State's plan for increasing the number and diversity of programs participating in the State’s TQRIS lacks clarity in some areas, but overall is of medium-high quailty.
Evidence is provided that the State has policies and practices for reaching the goal of including all publicly funded early learning and development programs in the State’s TQRIS (B)(2)(a).  The State’s TQRIS (called STARS) was developed for programs receiving Child Care and Development Funds to ensure the quality of early educational services that children receive, and because of this it is focused primarily on licensed childcare settings. State general fund dollars have been allocated to expand the number of programs particiating in STARS over the next four years, with a priority on programs serving Children with High Needs.  The plan to expand STARS also includes Head Start, Early Head Start, tribal Head Start, and tribal child care programs. 
The applicant states that STARS has been adopted for use in early childhood programs including childcare, Head Start and Early Head Start.  The applicant also indicates that the current tiered accreditation system for public schools will provide the foundation for a similar tiered framework for public preschool when it is initiated.  No explanation is provided regarding the reason for developing a separate system for assurance and accreditation for public preschools.  It is unclear why the STARS system will be used in Head Start programs that serve four-year-olds, but not public preschools serving children who are the same age.
The applicant has described appropriate strategies for making quality learning and development programs more affordable and accessible to families (B)(2)(b).  The STARS system includes monetary incentives for program improvement and movement through the levels as well as higher reimbursement rates for families attending Early Learning and Development Programs at STAR levels 2 through 5.  Child care scholarships are available for low-income families and families of special needs children. 
The applicant has not provided evidence that the targets for numbers and percentages of early learning and development programs that will participate in the TQRIS are ambitious yet achievable (B)(2)(c).  Table (B)(2)(c) includes projected increases for Head Start and Early Head Start and programs receiving CCDF funds. The proposed state-funded preschool is included in the final two years of the grant.  No justification is provided for the projected increased numbers, so it is not possible to determine whether these targets are achievable.  No explanation is given for why the applicant considers the goal of having 50% of the children who receive Best Beginning Child Care Scholarships (subsidy) in STAR 2 level programs, and 25% in STAR 3 level or above programs by the end of the grant to be an ambitious goal.
 

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

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant’s description of the process for monitoring the State’s Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System and for providing quality rating and licensing information to parents is lacking information in some areas, but overall is of medium quality.

The applicant has not completely addressed the manner in which programs are reliably assessed, rated and monitored (B)(3)(a). The State’s TQRIS (called STARS) employs an appropriate version of the Environmental Rating Scale – Revised (ECCERS-R, ITERS-R or FCCERS-R), and either the Business Administration Scale (BAS) or Program Administration Scale (PAS).  The applicant states that all are valid and reliable measures of either the quality of the learning environment or business practices. 

The applicant has described an appropriate system for conducting program assessments (B)(3)(a). Certified assessors conduct baseline assessments at program entry using the environmental rating scale.  Programs achieving STAR 3, 4, or 5 are also assessed using either the BAS or PAS.  Required scores on the assessments increase at higher STAR levels.  Assessors are qualified by having achieved reliability and consistency in scale interpretation as determined by the State in accordance with the assessment authors. A system for on-going reliability checks is in place.

The description of the TQRIS implies annual monitoring of programs, but information about the frequency of monitoring or a schedule for monitoring visits is not clearly provided.

The State proposes adopting the Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ-3) and Ages and Stages Questionnaire – Social and Emotional (ASQ-SE) as a standardized child assessment measure for all STAR 4 programs.  No explanation is provided as to why the ASQ will be used only at the STAR 4 level. The applicant states that program staff will administer the ASQ after they have received training and coaching. No information is provided about the proposed training or coaching.

The applicant has outlined strategies for providing quality rating and licensing information to parents with children enrolled in Early Learning and Development programs (B)(3)(b).  The applicant states that the public has access to information about a program’s STAR level through the STAR program’s public website, which provides the name of participating programs and their STAR level.  Programs receive a certificate indicating their STARS level to display, and are encouraged to build relationships with potential referral sources in their communities.

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant has proposed a medium-quality plan to provide support and incentives for the continuous improvement of Early Learning and Development programs to increase the number of Children with High Needs who have access to and are enrolled in the highest quality programs.  The plan builds upon what is already in place in the State’s current TQRIS. Sufficient detail is missing in some areas.

The applicant provides evidence of appropriate strategies that are components of the STARS system designed to support continuous quality improvement of Early Learning and Development Programs (B)(4)(a).  These include technical assistance, coaching, training, and the requirement to develop Quality Improvement Plans. 

The system of financial incentives to programs based on progression through the STARS rating system is already in place.  It includes progressively increasing reimbursement for scholarships. This is an appropriate strategy for encouraging programs to attain higher levels of quality.

The applicant has not fully described how families of high needs children will be supported in accessing high quality programs that meet their needs (B)(4)(b). The applicant states that the STARS rating system includes a standards category related to family and community partnerships, but does not adequately describe how family needs such as full-day, full-year programs, transportation, meals, and other support services will be addressed.

More information is needed to understand the applicant’s rationale for the targets for increasing both the number of early learning and development programs in the top tiers of the TQRIS and the number of children with high needs participating in top tier programs (B)(4)(c). The applicant has explained how the numbers were calculated for Table (B)(4)(c)(1) outlining the targets for increasing the number of programs at the top tiers of the TQRIS, but a clearer discussion is needed to demonstrate why the applicant believes the targets to be ambitious when only 35% of the programs will be at tier 3 or higher by the end of 2017.  No justification is provided for the projected increased numbers of children with high needs who are enrolled in programs at the top tiers in Table (B)(4(c)(2), so it is not possible to determine whether these targets are achievable.

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

Although specific details of the study and measures to be used have not yet been formulated, the applicant has provided evidence that the State has a clear vision of what the validation study will entail.  The applicant proposes contracting with an independent evaluation firm to conduct a validation study of the effectiveness of the State’s Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System and has provided evidence of a thoughtful plan for the oversight of the process.

The applicant has described the intent of the State’s plan to validate that the tiers in the TQRIS accurately reflect differential levels of program quality ((B)(5)(a) by building on the findings of the field test that is currently being conducted.  This is a sound strategy to use what is already known about the effectiveness of the STARS program to select appropriate measures and strategies for further study.  The field test has already provided strong evidence of programs’ advancement in STARS levels.    

The applicant clearly indicates that the proposed plan will assess the extent to which changes in quality ratings are related to progress in children’s school readiness. (B)(5)(b).   Research is cited to identify the critical elements of each area of the validation study.  The design process includes consultation with early childhood system and QRIS experts.  Providing incentives to programs and families to encourage participation in the validation efforts seems to be an appropriate strategy.


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(1) Developing and using statewide, high-quality Early Learning and Development Standards
	20
	12

	(C)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant’s plan to ensure that the State’s early learning standards are communicated to and used by the early childhood field at all program levels throughout the State is of medium quality but is missing information in some areas.

The applicant states that the Early Learning and Development Standards are developmentally, culturally, and linguistically appropriate across each age group (C)(1)(a). Sufficient documentation of this is not provided.  The State’s Early Learning Guidelines for Young Children Ages 3 to 5, and Infant and Toddler Early Learning Guidelines have recently been revised to provide a continuum of benchmarks and indicators for children from birth to age five without listing specific ages.  In describing the State's Early Learning Standards (ELS), the applicant states that it reflects current research, particularly in the areas of brain development, the effects of traumatic stress, and cultural and linguistic diversity. No evidence is provided to illustrate that the standards are based upon national standards or research evidence about child development and practices that result in the best outcomes for children.  A five-page abridged version of the State’s Early Learning Standards is included in the Appendix. 

However, evidence is provided to demonstrate the ways in which the Early Learning Standards are aligned with both the Essential Domains of School Readiness and the Montana Common Core Standards for Kindergarten through Third Grade (C)(1)(b).

A very brief discussion is provided of how the ELS are incorporated into program standards, curricula and activities, comprehensive assessment systems, the State’s Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, professional development, and shared with parents (C)(1)(c).  Adequate evidence is provided that the ELS are incorporated into all facets of early learning and development across the State.

The Early Learning Standards (ELS) are incorporated into the STARS rating system beginning at STAR level 2. No explanation is provided as to why the ELS are not included in STAR level 1.

The applicant states that the revised ELS will be used to develop activity kits, based on those developed by the Early Reading First and Striving Readers initiatives, to support families in understanding developmental expectations.  This should be a valuable resource.  No other strategies for involving families are discussed.

Evidence of the supports in place to promote understanding of and commitment to the ELS across Early Learning and Development Programs (C)(1)(d) has been addressed through the cross sector adoption of the revised Early Leaning Standards.  The ELS are now embedded in the revised TQRIS and will become the basis of professional development for all programs.

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	20
	10

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant’s response to this criterion is lacking sufficient information and/or explanations in some areas, but overall is a medium quality response.

The applicant has provided evidence of a progression of standards for ensuring children’s health and safety; ensuring that health and behavioral screening and follow-up occur; promoting children’s physical, social and emotional development across the levels; and involving families as partners and building parents’ capacity to promote their children’s physical, social and emotional health (C)(3)(a).  The applicant states that the State’s Early Learning Standards (ELS) include health and development standards as well as family engagement and physical activity expectations for early childhood settings. Documentation of the STARS levels included in the Appendix illustrate that these areas are embedded in the STARS levels.  The Early Care and Education Knowledge Base included in the Appendix contains standards for children’s health and well-being.

A plan for increasing the number of early childhood educators who are trained and supported on an ongoing basis in meeting the health standards (C)(3)(b) is not clearly outlined.  However, the applicant indicates that all participants in the State's TQRIS (STARS) receive training on the ELS and are assessed on their utilization of health, safety, and physical activity practices. The applicant states that 588 courses were offered in 2012 in the Knowledge Base areas of Health and Well-being and Child Growth and Development.  The number of Early Childhood Educators who participated in these courses and the topics covered are not provided.  In addition, although the strategies of STARS coaching and technical assistance are mentioned, a specific plan for increasing  the number of Early Childhood Educators who are trained and supported on an ongoing basis in meeting children’s health needs is not clearly described.

In addressing the promotion of healthy eating habits, improved nutrition, expanding physical activity and providing information and guidance to families to promote healthy habits at home (C)(3)(c), the applicant provides examples of how nutrition and physical activity indicators are addressed through the STARS system and collaboration with the State’s Nutrition and Physical Activity Program (NAPA) and the Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV) program.  Details are lacking in a description of how information and guidance will be provided to families to promote healthy habits at home.

The applicant has not clearly demonstrated how existing resources will be leveraged to increase the number of children with high needs who are screened, referred for services based on the results of the screening and participate in ongoing health care (C)(3)(d). The Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ-3 and ASQ-Social Emotional) are proposed as common screening tools for STARS programs, Head Start/Early Head Start, Part C, and public preschools. The applicant has not addressed how special health needs will be assessed.

The applicant has indicated that the State currently does not have an effective way to gather baseline data for Table (C)(3)(d) due to the inconsistent nature of child development screening.  A statewide approach to developmental screening is included in the State’s Early Learning Challenge proposal, along with a process for identifying common data elements, reporting needs, and consistent tracking.  A rationale is not provided for the targets included in Table (C)(3)(d), and because of this it is not possible to determine whether the targets are achievable.

A comprehensive approach to increase the capacity and improve the overall quality of early learning and development programs to support and address the social and emotional development of children from birth to age five (C)(3)(e) has not been clearly described.  The applicant states that the Teaching Pyramid model will be used as part of the infrastructure to address social, emotional and behavioral health and that training and implementation of the Pyramid Model is included through STARS, but no other information is included about how this will be accomplished.

 

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	20
	10

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant’s plan to provide culturally and linguistically appropriate information and support to families of children with high needs in order to promote school readiness for their children is missing sufficient information in some areas, but overall is of medium quality.

Evidence of a progression of culturally and linguistically appropriate standards for family engagement across the levels of program standards (C)(4)(a) has been presented.  The applicant indicates that the State’s newly developed Early Learning Standards reflect a strong commitment to honoring the child’s culture and family heritage and that the first standard of the new ELS is Culture, Family and Community.  However, no further description of culturally and linguistically appropriate family engagement standards is provided.  The applicant states that family and community engagement are woven throughout the STARS rating scale and that program quality is partly determined by the effectiveness of family engagement efforts and the cultural and linguistic services provided.  Evidence of this is provided in Table (A)(1)-9.

The applicant states that the State’s Early Care and Education Knowledge Base has expectations through a continuum of competency levels for cultural diversity. No further information about the continuum is provided.  Information about the Montana Early Care and Education Knowledge Base located in the Appendix includes the Table of Contents that demonstrates that Standard 2 addresses Family and Community Partnerships, but the content of the standard is not included.

The applicant states that there is great diversity among the 12 different Tribal Nations in Montana and that the State population continues to diversify with an increase in in refugee and immigrant families. However, specific strategies for engaging American Indian families, tribal communities, and families with limited English knowledge or skills are not addressed.

In addressing how the State will increase the number and percent of early childhood educators trained and supported on an ongoing basis to implement family engagement strategies included in the program standards (C)(4)(b), the applicant states that 244 courses were offered in 2012 in the areas of Family and Community Partnerships and Cultural and Linguistic Diversity.  The number of early childhood educators who participated in these courses is not provided.  Although the applicant states that the number of early childhood practitioners trained will be increased by building on existing training and resources to provide additional training on family engagement and cultural and linguistic competence cross sector, a plan for accomplishing this is not described.  Ongoing support for teachers in implementing family engagement strategies is not addressed.

The applicant has not sufficiently described how family support and engagement will be promoted statewide (C)(4)(c).  The applicant proposes leveraging the success of the State's Family Support Services Advisory Council by establishing a formal connection between that council and the Best Beginnings Advisory Council to assure all policy decisions reflect the needs of the family.  It is not clear whether or not this is the Family Support Network that is referred to in the Goals, Objectives, and Action Plan.  How this connection will specifically promote family engagement and support is not adequately explained.   The applicant has not clearly addressed how the proposed activities will build upon existing family-serving resources in the State. Resources are identified that will be used in the development of the Montana Family Engagement Framework. The outcome statement for the end of the grant indicates it will contribute to parent support and training, information centers, and cross sector professional development, but no other information is provided.


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(1) Developing a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials
	20
	16

	(D)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant has provided evidence that the State has in place a statewide Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework (known as the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base), a common statewide progression of credentials (Career Path), and will engage postsecondary institutions and other professional development providers in aligning professional development with the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.

The description of the common, statewide Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework to promote children’s learning and development and improve children’s outcomes (D)(1)(a) is missing some key pieces of information. The applicant states that the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base is organized around the National Association for the Education of Young Children evidence-based standards for teacher preparation and professional development and that the Essential Elements of School Readiness are imbedded throughout the document.  Support for this statement  is not provided. It is unclear whether the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base is correlated with the State’s Early Learning Standards.  

Evidence of a common statewide progression of credentials and degrees aligned with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework (D)(1)(b) is provided.  The Career Path describes ten levels of educational and work experience.  It is designed to help early childhood practitioners chart their professional development through sequential steps including credentials in specific areas that may be attained through the statewide Professional Development Approval System.  The progression of credentials and degrees align with the State’s Early Care and Education Knowledge Base.  The Practitioner Registry records and verifies education, training, and experience.  It is connected to the State’s childcare database to track training for all licensed/registered staff.  Granting specific certifications as a means of progression through the Career Path is an effective strategy to encourage advancement and to improve the knowledge and competence of early childhood practitioners.  The development of the proposed Coaching Credential aligned with the STARS Coaching Framework will be a valuable addition.

The applicant has clearly addressed how post-secondary institutions and other professional development providers will align professional development opportunities with the State’s Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework (D)(1)(c).   The Office of the Commissioner of Higher Education (OCHE) will develop systems-level coordination regarding secondary to postsecondary early childhood pathways, dual credit opportunities for high school students, faculty professional development, and strengthening support for the Career Path.  This work will ensure that all professional development is aligned with the Early Care and Education Knowledge Base.

 

 

 

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	14

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has a strong plan to improve the effectiveness and retention of Early Childhood Educators who work with Children with High Needs.  Specific information is missing in some areas.

The applicant has a well-defined system in place to provide access to professional development opportunities (D)(2)(a).  Qualifications of providers of professional development are clearly specified.  All professional development offerings must align with the State’s Early Care and Education Knowledge Base and go through the Professional Development Approval System.  Cross sector early childhood development and coordination is promoted.  No discussion is provided of how professional development approaches such as coaching and mentoring will be implemented.

The applicant has provided evidence that policies and incentives are used to promote professional improvement and career advancement (D)(2)(b). Incentive grants support both credit-bearing and non-credit-bearing professional development.  Awards are available for advancement on the Career Path of the State’s Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  Connecting professional development specific to infants and toddlers with awards and incentives for continuity of care is an excellent strategy to promote consistency in care for very young children. The applicant does not address how professional development approaches such as coaching and mentoring will be linked to professional improvement and career advancement.

The applicant has demonstrated that the State’s Practitioner Registry has the capacity to report aggregated data on Early Childhood Educator development, advancement, and retention (D)(2)(c).  The State proposes hiring an early childhood data specialist to mine the data from the Registry and the Professional Development Approval System to identify gaps in training by geographical area and Knowledge Base as well as to inform practices, policy and planning.  This should provide valuable information for improving professional development services across the State.

The applicant has not provided sufficient information related to increasing the number of Early Childhood Educators who receive credentials from institutions and providers with programs aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency performance measures, or increasing the number of Early Childhood Educators who are progressing to higher levels higher levels of credentials that align with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, to determine whether the targets are ambitious yet achievable (D)(2)(d).  A clear explanation is not provided for the number of Early Childhood Educators listed in Table (D)(2)(d)(1).  The rationale for the percentages used for the growth factor in Table (D)(2)(d)(2) does not clearly describe why the applicant believes these numbers to be attainable.


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	40
	24

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant’s plan to develop a common statewide kindergarten entry assessment lacks sufficient detail, but overall is of medium high quality.

The State is in the beginning stages of developing a process to understand the status of children’s learning and development at kindergarten entry.  The State’s Early Childhood Advisory Council and Office of Public Instruction will lead the process to design a common kindergarten readiness assessment strategy.

The applicant indicates that the Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) strategy will align with the Essential Domains of School Readiness, the State’s Early Learning Standards, and the State’s Common Core Standards for Kindergarten as well as the Indian Education for All Standards (E)(1)(a). The steps that will be taken to develop the KEA are outlined including: focus groups; a review of other states’ approaches; development of the KEA strategy; an “expert review”; an “understanding review”; and a pilot study.  General descriptions are given for most of the steps, but clear and detailed information about the overall plan to develop and implement a statewide Kindergarten Entry Assessment is not provided.  Information about the proposed pilot study is not included

In addressing how  the proposed KEA will be valid, reliable, and appropriate for the target population and for the purpose for which it will be used, including for English learners and children with disabilities, the applicant states that they will follow the recommendations of the report that was commissioned on kindergarten entry assessment.  The applicant indicates that the report provided samples of valid and reliable assessments accompanied by information and resources to ensure appropriate and ethical use and interpretation of data. Some examples of assessments such as the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) and  the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) are given. Because the State is in the very early stages of developing the KEA, specific information related to measurements is not provided (E)(1)(b).

The applicant has not clearly demonstrated that the proposed KEA will be administered beginning no later than the start of the school year ending during the fourth year of the grant to children entering a public school program (E)(1)(c).  The plan for implementation of the KEA is vague.  The applicant states that the KEA will be piloted in the third year of the grant.  The Action Plan for the final year of the grant states, “evaluate effectiveness of the KEA in pilot.”   No information is provided about the proposed phase-in process.  A schedule for full implementation of the KEA across the State is not included.

The applicant has demonstrated that some of the information from the KEA will be reported to the Statewide Longitudinal Data System (E)(1)(d) and indicates that the State is prepared to modify the Statewide Longitudinal Data System to accommodate common indicators from the KEA to track outcomes. No further information is provided.

The applicant states that the work related to the State’s KEA will occur within existing funding sources, through the community coalitions and public school funds (E)(1)(e).  How the cost of development, implementation and annual statewide assessment will be supported by these other sources is not specified.

 


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant has clearly described a High Quality Plan to include all Early Learning and Development Programs in the Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System.

The applicant has demonstrated that the proposed plan will include a licensing inspection system that covers all programs that are not otherwise regulated by the State and that regularly care for two or more unrelated children for a fee in a provider setting (CP2)(a). All licensed and registered facilities in the State will be recognized at the first tier of the TQRIS, with a goal of 100% of eligible licensed or registered programs in the TQRIS by the end of the grant.   The State is exploring developing and implementing a licensing indicator system for higher quality facilities that frequently exceed licensing standards and consistently meet higher tier level standards in the TQRIS.  This appears to be a worthwhile strategy to focus the efforts of licensing staff on providing support to facilities of lower quality.

The applicant has stated the goal of having 100% of eligible licensed or State-regulated Early Learning and Development Programs in the State’s TQRIS by the end of the grant (CPP2)(b).  The State’s TQRIS, called STARS, will also include Head Start and Early Head Start programs, tribal Head Start programs, tribal Early Head Start programs, and tribal child care programs, which are not required to be licensed. This is an appropriate strategy for including Early Learning and Development Programs in the State that are exempt from licensing. These programs will all enter the TQRIS at STAR level 1, the level that equates to licensing standards.  The inclusion of other non-licensed preschool programs in the STARS rating system is not addressed.

	Competitive Priority 3: Understanding Status of Children’s Learning and Development at Kindergarten Entry
	10
	0

	

	Competitive Priority 4: Creating Preschool through Third Grade Approaches to Sustain Improved Early Learning Outcomes through the Early Elementary Grades
	10
	7

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant’s plan to sustain improved early learning outcomes through the early elementary grades contains a variety of appropriate strategies but lacks depth in some areas.

The State’s Early Learning Standards are aligned with the Essential Domains of School Readiness and the State’s Common Core Standards for K-3 in the areas of English Language Arts, Science, Social Studies and Mathematics (CP4)(a).  The applicant states that through the State’s Early Learning Challenge plan, K-3 educators will use the Early Learning Standards to address the essential domains of school readiness and that these areas will be a priority in professional development opportunities. No further description of how this will be accomplished is provided.

In addressing teacher preparation and professional development programs for educators serving children in preschool through third grade (CP4)(c), the applicant states that there are currently no post-secondary options for programs resulting in a P-3 educator license.  Through the State’s Early Learning Challenge proposal, the Superintendent of Public Instruction and the Office of the Commissioner of Higher Education will consider a credential for a P-3 educator license.  This will be an important consideration for the credentialing of professionals working in the proposed state-funded preschool and fits with the intent of this criterion.

As part of the development of the proposed KEA, a transition process will be developed and implemented over the course of the grant.  This strategy, while not described in sufficient depth, should promote collaboration across programs and support families and children as they enter public school (CP4)(d).

In addressing the enhanced data systems (CP4)(e) the applicant indicates that the Office of Public Instruction will explore the possibility of adding readiness data on preschool students in public preschool and Head Start settings into the Statewide Longitudinal Educational Data System.  This is an important component for monitoring the status of children’s learning and development from preschool through third grade. 

 

 

 

	Competitive Priority 5: Addressing the Needs of Children in Rural Areas
	5
	4

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

The State has proposed a strong plan to address the needs of children living in rural areas.

The applicant has clearly identified the unique needs of the rural communities and described how these needs will be addressed (CP5)(a).  The applicant states that distance, isolation, and lack of services are impediments for families living in rural areas.   The applicant has identified 43 communities as high needs that will be prioritized for service delivery in the proposed State Plan. Of these communities, 49% are considered rural or frontier and represent 74% of the State total prekindergarten population.  The applicant proposes to target these high-need rural communities and enhance and expand services and programs that currently exist on a more limited basis in these communities. The proposed plan will build on existing infrastructures to increase services first in the identified high need rural areas.

In describing approaches to closing the educational and opportunity gaps for Children with High Needs living in rural communities (CP5)(b), the applicant has identified the proposed inclusion of Head Start, Early Head Start, tribal Head Start and Early Head Start, and tribal child care programs in the TQRIS as evidence of efforts to improve the quality of early care and development programs in rural communities and to increase the number of children in rural communities attending high quality programs.  This is an appropriate strategy and is an effective way to improve the quality of programs and to increase the number of high needs children participating in high quality programs.  The expansion of Best Beginnings Community Coalitions into isolated and rural communities is also an effective way to address rural community needs and build upon currently available resources.

The applicant cites the proposed Coaching Framework and efforts to develop more reliable long-distance training as strategies that will support the professional development needs of early childhood educators in rural communities. Specific information related to these strategies is not provided.


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant has proposed a wide-ranging plan to develop and transform early learning and development for young children in the State, in particular Children with High Needs, so they enter kindergarten ready to succeed.

The State’s plan builds on successful programs and initiatives that are already in place in the State.  The current TQRIS will be enhanced and expanded, with the goal of including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the State in the TQRIS by 2017.  The proposed plan fully takes advantage of the existing collaborations among agencies and programs in the State to expand services for young children and their families.

Although some of the applicant’s responses to the criteria lack depth, overall the State has proposed a plan to build a system that will improve the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs and the school readiness of Children with High Needs.

	Total
	315
	208




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1011MT-3 for Montana, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

Overall, the narrative and tables provide a well-articulated description of the State's past commitment to children's early learning and development. The applicant provides detail about the progress already made towards achieving project goals and explains how past efforts informs the current proposed plan.

The applicant reports that the State has increased its total annual expenditures by over 4 million dollars since 2009. This, despite a decline in the State's birthrate and an economic recession, demonstrates a State commitment to early learning and development.The applicant accounts for the decline in the numbers of high-need children served in Early Learning and Development Programs by explaining the State's declining birth rate, along with changes in policies for child care providers. Under these circumstances, although some programs may have served fewer children, the financial investment  can be viewed as increasing in relation to the State's population of Children with High Needs during the five year time period to be reported in the grant application. The detail in the explanation lends credibility to the State's description of their past commitment. (A) (1) (a)

Although the State provides evidence that the State has increased its total expenditures over the past five years, the applicant reports that only 13% of eligible Head Start children are being served across the State. The State also has no state-funded preschool programs in place. Under these circumstances, a substantial number of preschool children in the State lack access to an Early Learning and Development Program. The applicant does not provide detail about the State's previous efforts to address this need. The lack of explanation is problematic in what is otherwise a well-detailed plan.(A) (1) (b) 

The applicant describes a number of State legislative initiatives related to improving the quality and accessibility of Early Learning and Development Programs and services for Children with High Needs. These include work from the Best Beginnings Advisory Council, which seeks to coordinate early childhood services across the State; legislation to support full-day kindergarten; Healthy Montana Kids program; and other efforts to address children's health and early learning and development. These efforts demonstrate the State's past commitment and provide an important foundation for future work . (A) (1)  (c)

The applicant provides detailed data and a narrative that describes the State's commitment to increasing  high-quality, accessible Early Learning and Development Programs and services for Children with High Needs. These details include a description of the geographic and demographic challenges facing the State.The applicant describes the current status of key areas that form the building blocks for a high-quality early learning and development system. The State has a Tiered Quality Rating Improvement System (TQRIS) in the Best Beginnings STARS to Quality Program, which is currently being field tested. The applicant also describes how the various partners in the proposal currently address health  promotion practices, family engagement strategies and the professional development of Early Childhood Educators as well as the State's progress in establishing effective data practices. The applicant's  description of the State's current status will provide a much needed starting place for the proposed efforts.(A) (1) (d).

 

 

 

 

 

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	14

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The narrative and the tables provide a clear rationale for the State's early learning and development reform agenda and goals, although the case for the State's ambitious yet achievable goals is somewhat weak and there is a disconnect between the needs assessment data described and the planned goals.For example, the needs assessment identified increasing numbers of children in the foster care system, yet this is not addressed in specific in the reform agenda and goals.

The applicant provides detail about the State's goals that build on past efforts and optimize the opportunity for progress to be made. The applicant describes selection of high-need communities in which to focus initial efforts. This careful selection of communities where the infrastructure for early learning and development reform has begun to be developed seems likely to lead to progress in achieving goals of the project.(A) (2) (a)

Targeting a 10 percent increase in the number of Certified Infant Toddler Caregivers, Certified Preschool Caregivers and Apprenticeship participants does not seem to be an ambitious goal. It is also not clear how many this percentage amounts to nor how the applicant arrived at this number. Under these circumstances, the State does not seem to describe an ambitious yet achievable goal(A) (2) (a)

The applicant  provides a summary of the State Plan which is based on a needs assessment. The applicant  describes the findings.Yet some of the findings of the needs assessment do not appear related to the goals envisioned for the plan. For example, the needs assessment identified an increasing number of young children in foster care. The applicant does not clearly articulate in the plan how this need will be addressed by the proposed project's goals and activities. (A) (2) (b

The applicant  provides a table that explains  how the selected criteria in each focused investment area will connect to their overall project goals as well as the State's past efforts to move forward in improving early childhood systems for Children with High Needs and their families. The rationale for the current focus is carefully considered and is likely to help the State make progress in their reform agenda. (A) (2) (c)

 

	(A)(3) Aligning and coordinating work across the State
	10
	8

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides substantial evidence that the State has a high-quality plan to align and coordinate early learning and development efforts across the State. (A) (3) Strong evidence is provided that various key stakeholders have been included in project planning and support the project's goals. However, letters of support from key organizations are not provided.

The applicant provides memoranda of understanding between the lead agency (the Department of Health and Human Services) and two other Participating State Agencies (Office of Public Instruction and the Commission of Higher Education) that are critical to the work of the proposed project. The scope of work for each partner is clearly described and a signature from an individual in a leadership position in each organization is included. This work to coordinate efforts in early learning and development will serve to enable the project to complete its proposed work. The applicant describes how previous work of the Best Beginnings Advisory Council has addressed issues in group decision making and conflict resolution (A) (3) (a) (1) (2) and (3). Building from this previous work should serve to enable the project to move forward towards its goals in a timely and effective fashion.

The applicant clearly explains how the governance structure of the project will build from previous work of the Best Beginnings Advisory Council. Some revision of the governance structure is proposed and explained as providing the opportunity for expanding representation from participating programs, Early Childhood Educators, parents and families of Children with High Needs and other key stakeholders. An executive committee and a smaller steering committee will enable decision-making to occur at the highest level of governance and tasks will be accomplished by this two-pronged structure. This reform seems likely to serve the purposes of elevating the work, while also ensuring that the work is accomplished in a timely fashion. (A) (3) (a)  (3) and (4)

The applicant demonstrates that the Participating State Agencies are strongly committed to the State Plan. Terms and conditions are specified, including plans to leverage existing resources to support various efforts. Scope of work descriptions for each Participating State Agency are included and there are signatures from  a representative of each Participating State Agency. It is clear that the applicant has invested in planning for this effort and the involvement of key stakeholders early in the process bodes well for the project's success. (A) (3) (b) (1) (2) and (3)

The applicant includes detailed and persuasive letters of support from key participating State and local stakeholders, including local leaders in Early Learning and Development programs, letters from State and Federal legislative representatives, and tribal organizations. These letters indicate strong support among various stakeholder groups which will serve to move the project forward.(A) (3) (b) (1) and (A) (3) (C) (1) and (2)

The applicant does not include  letters of support from the disability community or any organization related to Part B or C of IDEA including a State Interagency Coordinating Council. There are also no letters from the Head Start State Collaboration Office. As these organizations are already entrusted with coordination of efforts for children with high needs and their families, their omission raises concern about their involvement in project planning and its subsequent implementation.In addition,  Head Start and Part B and C programs in the State are proposed to be involved in the State's goals to include all Early Learning and development programs in the TQRIS, this is a weakness of the proposed plan. (A) (3) (C) (3)

 

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

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides well-articulated detail about how the budget is designed to implement and sustain the State's plan. A description is included of how existing funds will be used in a coordinated fashion in order to ensure that costs are reasonable, yet adequate to ensure progress. The applicant also explains how the budget planning will ensure that project activities are sustained after the grant period and that the number of Children with High Needs served by Early Learning and Development programs in the State will be maintained or expanded.

The applicant describes in the proposal narrative and in the budget narrative how it will use existing funds to support project activities, including Federal, State, local, and private funds. This effort to build on previous work increases the likelihood that the project will accomplish its goals and will sustain its activities. For example, the applicant describes building upon the Casey Family Foundation's work to support development and implementation of assessment process and supports for child well-being in foster care. In another example, the applicant describes coordinating the projects' efforts with the Healthy Montana Teen Parent Program. (A) (4) (a)

The applicant describes costs that are reasonable and necessary to accomplish each of its interconnected yet separate grant projects. A detailed budget is provided from each of the key participating agencies. Each sub contracted budget includes funds to be distributed to local organization, except for the Montana library, which is a small portion of the total funds.  (A) (4) (b) (1) (2) and (3)

The applicant adequately describes how the project will sustain effort when the grant period is ended. Many of the activities proposed relate to building and coordinating a system across programs. It appears likely that this work, while intensive initially, will lessen as needed procedures and processes are put in place. The applicant summarizes the plan by pointing out how the State will build upon existing resources. In particular, the plan details how public- private partnerships may be leveraged to support sustainability. The State Plan also includes actively engaging Participating Agencies and local entities in planning for sustaining the efforts after the Early Learning Challenge grant funding is over. Finally, the State Plan calls for drawing more stakeholders into the planning process. Under these circumstances, the project seems quite likely to be sustainable. (A) (4) (c)

 


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides a high-quality plan for promoting participation in the State's TQRIS so as to maximize program participation of all Early Childhood Learning and Development Programs.

The applicant provides detail about the work the State has accomplished in developing and adopting a Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS) that includes Early Learning and Development Standards, a Comprehensive Assessment System, Early Childhood Educator qualifications, family engagement strategies, health promotion practices, and effective data practices. The system is clearly described and the applicant includes sufficient detail in the narrative to explain how the system has been developed and is currently being evaluated. (B) (1) (a) (1-6) 

The applicant explains the State's confidence in the system, in that it is based on standards that are measurable and meaningfully differentiate program quality levels. The State engaged in a contracted evaluation of the system by a reputable organization and references this work. The applicant includes an evaluation report in the Appendix that demonstrates the State's commitment to ensuring that the system is valid and reliable as well as linked to improved learning outcomes for children.(B) (1) (b)

The system appears to be  linked to the State licensing system for Early Learning and Development Programs.The applicant provides detail about how programs must comply with licensing requirements and be in business for a year to participate in TQRIS. The applicant also provides details about how programs that  fail to meet licensing standards will be given technical assistance to ensure that they improve. In so doing the applicant demonstrates how the TQRIS along with the State licensing system can be used to support program improvement(B) (1) (c)

 

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The narrative, action plan with objectives and outcomes as well as the required tables provide evidence that the State has a High-Quality Plan to promote participation in the State's TQRIS.

The applicant describes ambitious goals and an action plan that targets expansion of  the State's TQRIS. In specific, the State intends to expand the TQRIS  to  100% of eligible licensed and registered child care and Head Start/Early Head Start programs. The applicant explains how publicly funded preschool programs and  Part C and other home visiting programs will be included as the action plan is implemented. This action plan  explains how each phase of the goal to include all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS will be accomplished.The applicant describes plans to  include Family Friends and Neighbor caregivers in the TQRIS  if possible by evaluating various strategies for doing so. (They are currently not licensed in the State unless they care for more than six children.)  However, little detail is provided about how the new State preschool programs will be included and since this it is  targeted for late in the project's timeframe, the lack of detail provided is problematic. (B) (2) (a)

Both the narrative and information in the appendices indicate that the State puts a high priority on helping more families afford High-Quality care.The applicant explains how the State included funding in the proposed State two year budget for expansion of the TQRIS. This expansion funding  demonstrates the State's ongoing commitment to the plan they have envisioned. The applicant explains the State's incentive system for participants in the TQRIS and provides detail about scholarships  and incentives based on fee remissions. The State recently raised the financial eligibility requirements to include families earning up to 150% of the Federal Poverty Level. (B) (2) (b)

The applicant provides details about the numbers and percentages of Early Learning and Development programs targeted for participation in the State's TQRIS. Targets for Early Head Start and Head Start as well as the child care programs seem to be ambitious yet achievable. Although the applicant provides explanation about the targeted numbers and percentages for Part B and State preschools, lack of specific detail about the inclusion of Part B and State preschool programs make it difficult to ascertain whether these numbers are ambitious yet achievable. (B) (2) (c)

 

 

 

	(B)(3) Rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs
	15
	14

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides a high quality plan to rate and monitor Early Learning and Development programs .

The applicant adequately describes the State's comprehensive system for rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs. A program's business records are reviewed, staff credentials are examined, and on site visits to ensure the quality of the learning environment are included in the process. Valid and reliable measures of program quality including highly-regarded scales assessing environmental quality (i.e., ITERS, ECERs) are used, along with scales for Family Child Care settings (FCCERS) and scales to assess the business aspects of a program (BAS) and program administration (PAS). The applicant also describes a comprehensive system for training monitors, including procedures for ensuring that reliability of monitors is maintained. Finally, the applicant describes plans to include a child assessment tool in the procedures in the future in programs that reach a high level of quality so that this child outcome data can inform teachers in the program. The applicant does not provide data about the frequency of monitoring visits, which is of some concern. It is also of some concern that the applicant provides little detail about how these procedures will be adapted to State preschool programs. (B) (3) (a)

The applicant provides details about its online licensing portal through which the public, including families of children enrolled in Early Learning and Development Programs, can search and access information about a program's ratings. The State has also set up a system of child care referrals in the State so that parents can get information about possible programs in their area. Finally, the participating programs receive a certificate indicating the level achieved by the program for public display and they are also given a sample press release. This information is written in plain language and easy to understand to assist in decision making. (B) (3) (b)

 

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

Although many aspects of the State's plan to promote access to high-quality Early Learning and Development programs for Children with High Needs appear to be well-addressed in the narrative, the plan lacks detail about how Early Learning and Development Programs will be supported in increasing access to high-quality programs for families with Children with High Needs. 

The applicant describes a number of strategies that provide support and incentives for Early Learning and Development Programs to improve. These include providing free of charge technical assistance by the Child Care Resources and Referral Agencies and trainings on statewide topics of interest. The applicant also describes the Early Childhood Project at Montana State University, which provides materials and approaches to impact workforce development statewide. Montana's Core Knowledge and Competency Framework is described as a guide to what practitioners need to know, understand and be able to do to promote children's early learning and development and are aligned with NAEYC standards, Head Start's framework, and other professional standards. The work of the Early Childhood Project has also been helpful in establishing an early childhood career path and a coaching model. These are described in the narrative and in appendices and seem quite likely  to increase capacity for continuous improvement in the State's   Early Childhood Learning and Development programs. (B) (4) (a)

The applicant explains that family engagement strategies are an important aspect of the TQRIS and that training is available. However, little detail is provided about how the content of these trainings may serve families of Children with High Needs. The sample strategies given include activities that do not seem especially geared for working families of high need children (i.e., inviting families to events at the center) and no discussion of addressing the transportation issues identified in the needs assessment is provided. This lack of detail is of concern with regard to providing support to the State's working families. (B) (4) (b)

 The State is already employing strategies to increase participation of Early Learning and Development programs indicating that it sets ambitious yet achievable goals in terms of the numbers of Early Childhood Learning and Development programs that participate in the system.The applicant provides a Table that explains the financial incentives for participation in the TQRIS. These incentive systems seem likely to support the proposed plan for expanding involvement in the TQRIS in the State. (B) (4) (c) (1)

The applicant provides detail about current efforts to expand access to high quality programs. Scholarships are available to families of children with special needs and the legislature recently increased the income caps to allow for greater participation.The applicant also provides detail about other programs efforts to improve access including those under the auspices of the Office of Public Instruction and Head Start. The current proposed efforts are built on this firm foundation and demonstrate that the State sets ambitious yet achievable goals for increasing the number and percentage of Children with High Needs enrolled in Early Learning and Development programs in the top tiers of the TQRIS. (B) (4) (c) (2)

 

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant's plan to validate the State's TQRIS is well-considered and described.

The applicant provides a thorough description in the narrative and appendices of the validation process. This well-considered process includes using  research-based measures to determine whether the tiers in the TQRIS accurately differentiate between levels of program quality. The field testing plan is thorough and will report data that establishes the reliability and validity of the process and also identifies factors associated with facilitating programs' progress through the tiers.(B) (5) (a)

The applicant provides a thorough and thoughtful description of the project's plan to undertake study of the impact of quality, as it is described in the TQRIS, on child outcomes.The plan includes working with an external evaluator to develop a rigorous evaluation plan. Critical elements are detailed and a collaborative process of designing the study is described that seems highly likely to result in a carefully considered plan to link quality of program to child outcomes. The applicant's plan is thoughtful and thorough, considering potential challenges inherent in this work. (B) (5) (b)

 


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(1) Developing and using statewide, high-quality Early Learning and Development Standards
	20
	18

	(C)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides a credible High-Quality Plan based on past efforts to continue the State's work developing and using statewide, high-quality Early Learning and Development Standards.

The applicant describes using Montana Indian Education for All resources as a basis for the development of the Early Learning Standards (ELS) and also discusses how the developmental, cultural, and linguistic appropriateness of the ELS was both addressed within the set of standards and embedded throughout the document. The applicant provides an example of a standard that addresses Culture, Family and Community. The emphasis in this standard on children's heritage and diverse cultures is designed to ensure the appropriateness of the standards across various constituencies.(C) (1) (a)

The applicant presents adequate evidence that the ELS are aligned with the Essential Domains of School Readiness and the State's Common Core Standards for K-3 in mathematics and literacy. The proposed plan includes completion of the ELS in other school readiness domains. The plan also includes providing professional development training on the expanded ELS  to Early Learning and Development Programs across the State. In this way, the applicant provides a High-Quality Plan to align the ELS with K-3 learning standards. (C)(1) (b)

The applicant describes the State's continued activities developing and incorporating Early Learning Standards (ELS) into other parts of the early learning system. They are described as broad categories or dimensions reflective of children's learning and development that can provide a continuum of benchmarks without listing specific ages but linked to Program Standards, curricula and activities, the Comprehensive Assessment System, the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, and professional development activities. The applicant explains the collaborative process through which the State's ELS were developed, which suggests that they are likely to be accepted as suitable and useful to a broad spectrum of the State's key stakeholders in  the early childhood learning and development community, including parents. For example, the applicant explains how they will create a cross-walk document for early childhood educators based on the initial alignment of the ELS and the kindergarten Common Core Standards. Also, the applicant explains that the activity kits for use by families and based on successful family literacy kits developed through the State's Early Reading First Grant will be developed. (C) (1) (c)

Although the applicant describes developing new "family activity kits" as part of their strategy to increase parents' understanding and use of the ELS, this is the only strategy described for sharing the ELS with parents. This aspect of the proposed plan to use the ELS statewide provides an important link to families, and while it is likely to increase the usefulness of the ELS for families, the lack of detail about other strategies is problematic (C) (1) (c)

The applicant provides explanation about how the State's ELS are incorporated into the TQRIS starting at level two, which requires a written curriculum plan that is aligned with the ELS.  The applicant also explains how the Early Childhood Project, which sponsored the latest revision of the ELS, is also "home" to the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and will be developing a professional development training series related to the ELS. This involvement of key stakeholders in various sectors of the early childhood learning and development community will serve to increase buy in and use of the ELS in Early Learning and Development programs across the State.(C) (1) (c) (d)

 

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

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant presents some aspects of a High-Quality Plan to identify and address the health, behavioral and developmental needs of Children with High Needs. Other aspects of the plan lack detail and suggest weaknesses in the overall plan.

The applicant describes the State's plan to develop a progression of standards that address the health, behavioral and developmental needs of Children with High Needs to improve school readiness. The current status of STARS training is described as including training on the Early Learning Standards ( ELS) and is specific in terms of addressing health and safety standards as well as the importance of physical activity and good nutritional practices, and includes strategies for engaging families in this important aspect of children's early learning and development. This use of the STARS training to support Early Learning and Development programs provides a foundation for the State's plan to ensure that children's health and safety needs are met and that social and emotional development is supported across the levels of program standards.(C) (3) (a)

 It is not possible to estimate the current status of the Early Childhood workforce as it relates to health standards from the information that is provided.The applicant reports that the Early Childhood Project has offered 588 courses related to child health and well-being and growth and development. The content of these courses is not described, nor is it clear if these courses in fact enrolled early childhood educators and other key stakeholders and, if so, how many and the location/outreach of the courses.The applicant does not describe how these courses might be expanded to meet the professional development needs of the early childhood workforce with regard to children's health needs as they are reflected in the standards. This is problematic in terms of ensuring the plan will increase the number of early childhood educators who are well-trained about the health standards. (C)(3) (b)

The applicant  provides detail about how the plan to increase physical activity, increase fruit and vegetable consumption, promote caloric balance, or increase breastfeeding will be implemented using lessons learned from the State's Nutrition and Physical Activity (NAPA) program. The applicant also provides detail about other State initiatives regarding healthy habits at home. Specific strategies about how these efforts will be translated across the various early childhood learning and development programs is not made clear, and without this detail, the plan seems likely to encounter some problems.(C) (3) (c)

The applicant does not clearly explain how the plan will target an ambitious, yet achievable number of Children with High Needs to increase the number who are screened, referred to services as appropriate and participate in ongoing health care as part of the State plan. The plan to gather data about the number of children currently enrolled in Medicaid Early Periodic Screening, Diagnostic and Treatment benefit of the Social Security Act or well-baby and well-child services available through the Children's Health Insurance Program is not made clear. The applicant does not make clear how the screening instrument that is planned (The Ages and Stages Questionnaire) will link to current screening procedures used in these programs, nor how they will relate to Child Find provisions in IDEA. This lack of explanation is problematic for ensuring that efforts between programs are coordinated and do not overlap.(C) (3) (d) (1)

The applicant does not describe specific strategies to build collaboration with Part C or Part B programs as well as Head Start/ Early Head Start with regard to building capacity to link screening to referral and services for children with disabilities. Given the fact that these early childhood programs already have procedures in place, this linkage is important for success in addressing the needs of Children with High Needs who have disabilities or are from low-income families and in Head Start. Without specific plans to collaborate with the existing systems of these programs, it is not clear how the needs of this substantial number of children will be linked in the State's plan. This is likely to prove problematic for screening, referral, and ongoing health care (C) (3) (d) (1) (2) and (3)

The applicant describes the State's current efforts to provide support to Early Learning and Development programs in order to help professional support social and emotional development which includes identifying the Pyramid Model. The applicant also describes how the Children's Mental Health Bureau is working with outpatient therapists to provide more intensive interventions. Specific strategies to expand these efforts beyond identifying them with the addition of a screening tool (Ages and Stages Questionnaire) into the TQRIS are not described. The lack of detail provided about this important aspect of supporting the needs of Children with High Needs is problematic.(C) (3) (e) 

 

 

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	20
	14

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The narrative, objectives and outcomes described in this section of the proposed project provides evidence that many aspects of a High-Quality Plan have been addressed. However, lack of detail is also evident and may interfere with project success.

The applicant describes how their plan to support family engagement in Early Learning and Development programs will build on current efforts. The State's Early Learning Standards (ELS) demonstrate a strong commitment to a child's cultural and family heritage and the STARS to Quality (TQRIS) for Early Learning and Development Programs addresses family engagement throughout. The applicant describes the unique circumstances that the State encounters in this regard with 12 different tribal nations, increasing numbers of immigrant and refugee families, and the unique cultural component of families living in relative rural isolation. This clear description of the current status of the State provides a well-developed foundation for the State's plan related to engaging and supporting families. The applicant describes how they will work to develop a common progression of standards across programs for engaging families across sectors of the early childhood learning and development community. This collaborative effort is likely to support progress in achieving the State's goals to engage and support families, especially those of diverse backgrounds. (C) (4) (a)

The applicant includes goals and objectives in their State plan related to including family support specialists from Part C programs and Head Start/Early Head Start in the Early Childhood Practitioner Registry.This addition will give these practitioners access to training on family engagement strategies and is an important quality addition to the State's Plan.The applicant is not sufficiently specific in describing how the addition of these professionals will necessarily impact how training is revised. (C) (4) (b)

The applicant reports that the Early Childhood Project has offered 244 courses related to family engagement for early childhood professionals in 2012, but does not provide detail about the numbers enrolled or whether the courses did in fact take place. The applicant does not provide detail about how they will derive these data on the training status of Early Childhood Educators and it is difficult to ascertain the current status of the State's Early Childhood Workforce as it relates to family engagement strategies. This will likely impact the quality of the subsequent planning. (C) (4) (b)

The applicant provides some detail about how to promote family support and engagement strategies statewide,incluidng leveraging other existing resources. For example, they propose to connect the Family  Support Services Advisory Council of Part C to the Best Beginnings Advisory Council. However, the applicant  does not provide detail about the current strategies to engage families used by Part B programs. Although the Family Forums offered throughout the state appear to be an important vehicle for promoting family engagement, the applicant does not provid data about the numbers in attendance nor the number of forums. This lack of detail will make it difficult to understand how to build on these current efforts. Although the State's plan includes incorporating the family literacy model utilized in Early Reading First and Montana Striving Readers into the State's ELS, no detail is provided in the rationale that explains the connection of this model to the overall project goals.The applicant does not explain how specific strategies to address the needs of families of Children with High Needs using friend, family or neighborhood caregivers will be addressed.  It seems likely that this network might be especially difficult to accessfor  families of diverse backgrounds. The lack of specific plans to outreach to this population of early childhood caregivers is a shortcoming in the State's plan. (C) (4) (c)

 

 


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(D)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The narrative, objectives, outcomes and action plan provided by the applicant describes a well-conceptualized plan likely to lead to a great Early Childhood Workforce.

The applicant provides detail about the State's current status in developing a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials. The applicant provides data about the numbers of individuals who work in various Early Learning and Development Programs and explains how the Early Care and Education Practitioners Registry provides a system establishing a historical perspective on professional development  that describes the context in which the State developed a common statewide Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework to promote children's learning and improve child outcomes. (D) (1) (a).

The applicant makes clear how the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework is updated and can be used as a linkage between various training and professional development efforts This  includes linking the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework to the professional development of staff and ratings of program quality as evaluated by the State's TQRIS. The Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework is also used in some institutions of higher education to guide coursework and program development. This initial  work  positions the State well to continue developing the Early Education Workforce by outlining a common statewide progression of credentials and degrees.(D) (1) (b)

The applicant describes plans to develop a mentoring and coaching credential in order to strengthen their progression of degrees and credentials in the Early Care and Education Career Path. Evidence about the effectiveness of mentoring and coaching is provided and the applicant describes how this aspect of their plan was developed through a collaboration with the Office of Public Instruction. A high quality plan to develop additional credentials is articulated in the narrative and the applicant explains how postsecondary institutions and other professional development providers are linked in planning how to align professional development with the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. (D) (1) (c)

The applicant describes the current status of collaboration across the institutions of higher education in the State, as well as with other providers of professional development, related to children's early learning and development. As part of their first year planning, the applicant plans to conduct a Higher Education Inventory that will map the status of early childhood education across all of the State's post secondary institutions. This is critical to ensuring an alignment of professional development opportunities with the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and will support progress towards achieving goals of the project. (D) (1) (c)

 

 

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

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes many aspects of the State's plan that are well-considered and likely to lead to increased effectiveness and retention of Early Childhood Educators and improved child outcomes. However, a number of omitted details make the plan less than high quality.

The applicant describes several strategies for improving the effectiveness of Early Childhood Educators who work with Children with High Needs with the goal of improving child outcomes. For example, the Early Childhood Project and other key stakeholders across the State lead a workgroup to detail a coaching framework. The State also plans to develop a credential related to coaching. The applicant provides documentation in the form of an external evaluation that provides evidence that coaching has been an effective methods of assisting programs in advancing in their TQRIS system and the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. This provides compelling evidence that their plan is well-conceived. (D) (2) (a) (1) (2) and (3)

The applicant provides descriptions of a well-articulated system of training and technical assistance that is currently provided by the Childcare Resource and Referral Network including 11 agencies serving multi-county regions. This allows the State to serve a large geographic area and provide training that is linked to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and provides a strong foundation on which to develop their plan.The applicant provides documentation that the State has a system of incentives in place to promote professional improvement as well as plans to study whether to increase the funding for incentives. These incentives are clearly linked to the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, linked to the plan to support coaching and mentoring across the system, and supported with good evidence that they will be effective in improving outcomes for Children with High Needs (D) (2) (b) (1) (2) and (3)

The applicant describes how its Practitioner Registry is web-based and it already has features that allow the data base to be used for multiple purposes. The State's plan provides detail about how the data could be mined to further inform policy, practice and planning. This includes a State of the Early Childhood Workforce Report which should help raise awareness across all sectors about the needs of the early childhood workforce. This effort to publicly report aggregated data about Early Childhood Educators should help inform the State and key stakeholders about how to support Early Childhood Educators in improving their knowledge,skills, and abilities. (D) (2) (c)

The applicant does not set ambitious, yet achievable targets for increasing the number of postsecondary institutions and professional development providers that provide coursework or professional development aligned with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. The applicant provides little detail about how a collaborative master's degree approach that is named will be developed. There is no explanation of the rationale for this part of the plan and it is not clear this will contribute to the overall project goals. Without a clear understanding of how this effort contributes to the overall goals of the project as it relates to increasing the numbers of early childhood educators who receive credentials or professional development from providers whose training is aligned with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, it is unlikely to contribute to the project's goals (D) (2) (d) (1).

The tables provided for this section document that the progression of credentials each year of the project will increase by one individual. This does not appear to be an ambitious goal given the action plan that is described. Further, the applicant does not explain how Part B providers will participate in the plan to improve professional development across sectors. These individuals are an important sector of the Early Childhood workforce and their omission limits the effectiveness of the State's plan. (D) (2) (d) (2)

 


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	40
	28

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes a plan for beginning the processes of developing a kindergarten entry assessment. However, the plan lacks important detail about how the processes will unfold beyond these beginning phases. The overall plan is of medium/high quality.

The applicant provides sufficient evidence that their work to develop a common Kindergarten Entry Assessment procedure is aligned with the State's Early Learning Standards (ELS) and covers all essential Domains of School Readiness The applicant provides explanation of how the strategies employed by the State will include culturally relevant processes and that the assessment is planned to be used to inform instructional planning rather than high-stakes decision making. (E) (1) (a)

The applicant discusses how the plan will employ the State's Common Core Standards across content domains and also the Indian Education for All Standards, to ensure that the assessment process is reliable and valid and will serve the purposes for which it is intended.The applicant describes how the State gathered needs assessment data. An informal survey was conducted and response was collected from 155  kindergarten teachers and 52 early childhood programs. This informal assessment suggests that the State has begun the process of surveying the landscape as it relates to establishing a common Kindergarten Entry assessment and lays the groundwork for next steps in developing an assessment appropriate for the targeted population for which it will be used.(E) (1) (b)

The applicant provides detail about how the development process will require time and strong collaboration between stakeholders. The applicant describes a phased implementation that allows ample time for field testing and professional development as needed. A pilot administration of the kindergarten entry assessment will be administered in the third year of the grant (FY16). the applicant does not provide detail about steps after the pilot testing. (E) (1) (c)

The applicant provides detail about how the kindergarten entry assessment data will be integrated with the State's existing Statewide Longitudinal Data System. The applicant explains that a "sandbox" approach will be used to ensure that data is available only to individual schools and teachers and only used to improve instruction and in this way is consistent with State and Federal privacy laws.This explanation provides assurance that the State will ensure that the data is appropriately used as it is linked to other data systems.(E) (1) (d)

The applicant explains how the development and administration of the Kindergarten Entry Assessment is funded to a significant degree from other existing resources in the State through the Best Beginnings Community Coalitions and public school funds. This should ensure that the work will be sustained after the grant funding is over.(E) (1) (e)

 


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

Along with the narrative and evidence provided in section B, the applicant provides a High Quality Plan for including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the State's TQRIS. 

The applicant describes the State's regulations about what constitutes an early childhood program governed by the State's licensing system. The relationship of the quality standards is detailed. The applicant describes a High Quality Plan that aims to include 100% of licensed and regulated Early  Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS by the fourth year of the grant. Priority 2 (a)

The applicant explains how the TQRIS will be implemented in an expanded number of the State's early childhood learning and development programs.The applicant describes a system for incentivizing participation, such that the State seems likely to experience increased participation. Priority 2 (b)

 

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

	

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

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides a High-Quality Plan to improve birth through age five early learning outcomes and extend and sustain improved learning outcomes through the early elementary years using a multi-pronged approach. The applicant describes how Common Core Standards were adopted in the State across content domains and how the ELS are aligned with them and across all Essential Domains of School Readiness. This important foundation is well-described. (Priority 4) (a)

The applicant explains how the Office of Public Instruction has worked with teacher preparation programs to address the needs for early childhood professional development through several previous grant-funded projects including Striving Readers, Project REAL and the Early Childhood Partnership for Professional Development. These efforts to improve child learning outcomes during the early elementary grades can be employed and strengthened by the activities detailed in the State's plan. (Priority 4) (c)

The applicant describes a High-Quality Plan for enhancing the Statewide Longitudinal Data System to include readiness data after study of the policy implications is completed. Using the findings from the policy study is likely to provide guidance about how to best monitor the status of children's learning and inform key stakeholders, including families. (Priority 4) (e)

The applicant explains other efforts to enhance the State's capacity to support the reading and mathematics learning of the State's children, including an explanation of Montana's Literacy Plan. This plan is comprehensive and grounded in a problem solving process that allows key stakeholders to strive for continuous improvement as they seek to support children's learning outcomes. (Priority 4) (f)

 

 

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant presents high-quality evidence that the State plan will help to strengthen the State's efforts to improve services and outcomes for Children with High Needs in rural communities.

The applicant describes the unique challenges of the State, including low population density and the challenges of providing services across a vast territory, some of which has no high speed internet access. The applicant also describes resources that can be leveraged to support the work.  The applicant outlines specific strategies related to selecting targeted communities with high percentages of high need children that also have an existing infrastructure from which to build in order to ensure success. In this way, the State appears well poised to build capacity to address needs of rural children with the support of the Early Learning Challenge funds. Priority 5 (a)

The applicant is specific in describing how the approaches to be undertaken will target closing the achievement gap for children with high needs. For example, the applicant describes how the Striving Readers program, a successful early literacy initiative in other parts of the State will be provided to targeted high rural communities with high numbers of Children with High Needs. Similarly, the applicant describes how Best Beginning Community Coalitions will be developed in rural communities with high numbers of Children with High Needs as a priority in the State's plans. These specific efforts to collaborate across agencies and projects seems likely to enhance efforts to support Children with High Needs in rural communities across the State by increasing access to high-quality Early Learning and Development programs and enhancing the integration of systems for continuous improvement. Priority 5 (b)

 


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The proposal is comprehensive and outlines many specific strategies that are likely to improve outcomes for Children with High Needs by integrating and aligning resources and policies across State agencies. The applicant explains how previous work prepares the State for additional efforts to enhance capacity. In particular the State's previous efforts to develop a Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System based on a well-conceptualized Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework appear likely to lead to substantive improvement across the various Early Learning and Development programs. In addition, the applicant provides multiple examples of how the State's plan  to coordinate across various sectors of the Early Learning and Development program community is well-considered.

	Total
	315
	256
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