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Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1003PA-1 for Pennsylvania, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has demonstrated strong evidence of past commitment to early learning and development.

The State has demonstrated past commitment to the investment in high-quality, accessible Early Learning and Development Programs and services for Children with High Needs yearly for the past 5 years (2009 to 2013), as evidenced by the State's--

(a) Financial investment of approximately $700,000 per year for the past 5 years to include supplemental State spending on Head Start and Early Head Start, State-funded preschool, State contributions to IDEA Part C, State contributions for special education and related services for children with disabilities age 3 through Kindergarten entry, State match to CCDF and TANF spending on Early Learning and Developmental Programs. 

(b) Increasing, from the previous five years to the present, the number of Children with High Needs participating in Early Learning and Development Programs to include each over 11,000 children in State-funded preschool,  30,000 children  in Early Head Start and Head Start, 75,000 children in IDEA Parts B & C, 530,000 children in Title 1 programs, 68,000 children in programs receiving CCDF funds, and 100,000 children in programs served by Keystone STARS. 

(c) Existing early learning and development legislation, policies, or practices include the Keystone STARS Tiered Quality and Improvement System to promote quality childcare, free Pre K Counts prekindergarten classes for 3 year olds to Kindergarten age, Child Care Works child care subsidies, Early Intervention, Head Start Supplemental Assistance Program, Nurse-Family Partnership, Parent Child Home Program,  and Pennsylvania's Children's Trust Fund to support young parents and prevent child abuse.

(d) Current status in key areas that form the building blocks for a high quality early learning and development system, including Early Learning and Development Standards which were developed in 2006, Comprehensive Assessment Systems which include the screening of children within 45 days of program entry, health promotion practices to include use of the program I am Moving, I am Learning, family engagement strategies to include use of the Strengthening Families Framework, the development of Early Childhood Educators to include collaboration with many institutions of higher learning, Kindergarten Entry Assessments which have been developed, implemented and refined, and effective data practices to include use of the Pennsylvania's Enterprise to Link Information on Children Across Networks (PELICAN) to track services to children and to monitor licensing and STARS status.

The State has developed, over the past 5 years, an infrastructure composed of policy, assessments, collaborations with public and private entities, and programs to support and serve children of High Need and their families.  The State has a strong base from which to build a high quality system to serve all children of High Need. 

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	19

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provides a detailed plan of a reationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals, as follows:

(a) Ambitious yet achievable goals for improving program quality, improving outcomes for Children with High Needs statewide, closing the educational gaps between Children with High Needs and their peers by creating grants to communities to address local needs, to refine the STARS tiered quality and improvement system, to revise early learning standards to align with State education standards, to support assessment systems and make data driven decisions, to promote community and family engagement for high quality early learning, to increase high quality professional development, to develop a no cost Kindergarten Entry Inventory, and to measure outcomes to improve services and to enhance collaboration between early learning educators and the K-12 educators.

(b) A State Plan that addresses each of the stated goals and includes a high quality, week long Governor’s Institute to further develop a plan to address the goals.

(c) The State chose to address Focused Investment Areas C1, C2, and C4;  D1 and D2; E1 and E2 . Each selection had a specific compelling reasons for funding.  For example, C1 was chosen to allow the state to improve on standards that have already been aligned in the areas of cultural, developmental, and linguistic appropriateness.

The State does not fully describe how or define what it means to "increase by 25% the number of educators receiving professional development" which does not provide the details needed to fully assess this section.

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

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has proposed an excellent system for aligning and coordinating work across the State.  The State has established an Office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL) that serves as the lead agency and oversees all the State agencies.

(1) A comprehensive organizational structure for managing the grant and how it builds upon existing interagency governance structures is well described in Table (A) (3) -1 .  It includes the governance related roles and responsibilities of each agency.

(2) The governance-related roles and responsibilities of the Lead Agency are described as they interface with  the Early Learning Council, the State Interagency Coordinating council, and the Early Learning Investment Commission, forming a well designed system.

(3) The method and process for making different types of decisions describes the role of the Governor’s office for approving decisions that involve the whole State and  the Office of General Counsel for resolving legal disputes is appropriate and adequate.

(4) The State provides extensive details of a plan to use the Early Learning Council and its subcommittees to report to the OCDEL through regularly scheduled meetings three times a year to ensure coordination with parents and other stakeholders.

(b) The state provides copies of MOU’s from State Agencies that are strongly committed to the State Plan, to the governance structure of the grant, and to effective implementation of the State Plan in Appendix D. "Scope-of-work" descriptions are included and each MOU is signed by authorized representatives of each Participating State Agency.

(c) The State provides 148 letters from a broad group of stakeholders that demonstrate strong commitment to the State Plan that will assist the State in reaching the ambitious yet achievable goals. Letters were sent by such entities as State and local leaders, representatives of early learning programs, and local foundations. 

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

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has prepared a comprehensive plan for a budget that implements and sustains the work to be accomplished, as follows:

The State demonstrates in Table A 4 how it will use multiple sources of existing funds to support early learning and development from Federal, State, private, and local sources over the 5 year grant period.   These funds include sources such Child Development Block grant funds, TANF, Head Start, and Medical assistance for IDEA Parts B & C.

The State describes, in both the budget tables and budget narratives, how it will effectively and efficiently use funding from this grant to achieve the outcomes of the State Plan, in a manner that is adequate to support the activities described in the State Plan.  A majority of the funding will be used to support community contracts for early learning improvement activities specific to their communities. This is reasonable and expected as it is an exellent plan to allow for regional variations based on the communites served. Budget details provide for an administrative structure to achieve state wide goals and distribute $11.25 M for community projects. The State does not have a plan for oversight of these community projects to ensure that they align with the goals of the State. There is a budget miscalculation in Budget Part 1 item 12.  The total is $100,000 instead of $400,000.

The State Plan describes an approach to sustainability after the grant period through buy-in from its partners. This involves a three pronged approach of expanding the STARS QRIS to ensure high quality programming for High Needs children, reallocating existing resources to accomplish new goals and maintaining and expanding stakeholder commitment.  The State is unclear about how funding will remain "cost neutral" after all RTT funds are expended. The State does not offer a sustainability plan that details continued funding after the RTT funds have been expended.


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 State has developed a comprehensive statewide set of tiered Program Standards called Keystone STARS.   The State is well on its way to implementing the STARS system, as currently over 63%  of  all the State’s early childhood centers and 46 % of all certified or  registered child care programs participate in Keystone STARS.

The State provides an excellent explanation of how the Early Learning and Development Standards for early Childhood are aligned with Keystone STARS standards.  The State has a comprehensive system of financial incentives and the State provides career incentives and technical assistance for staff to attain the highest Early Childhood Educator qualifications.The incentives are sufficient to encourage staff to advance their educational credentials to help ensure high quality service provision.

Parent surveys indicate high satisfaction as 90% of parents are satisfied with STARS family engagement strategies.

The State has created a well developed partnership with the Pennsylvania Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics to promote best practices in areas of health and safety. 

The State demonstrates having effective data practices by utilizing 3 web based systems to monitor, track, and rate programs participating with STARS. Additionally, Pennsylvania’s Enterprise to Link Information on Children Across Networks (PELICAN) is a program that collects information on programs, and staff and child demographics.

STARS has standards that are measurable, meaningfully differentiate program quality levels, and reflect high expectations of program excellence.  The State has taken steps to ensure inter-rater reliability among STARS designators and Environmental Rating Scale assessors.    

The State has linked STARS to the State licensing system for Early Learning and Development Programs. For example, all STARS child care programs must be licensed. This demonstrates a strong commitment for excellence and coordination of state services.

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has proposed a comprehensive plan for promoting participation in the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System.

The State has well developed plans of  having all licensed/regulated providersenrolled in Keystone STARS with a specific timeline for completion of July 2016.  These providers include State-funded preschool programs, Early Head Start and Head Start programs, Early Learning and Development Programs funded under section 619 of Part B of IDEA and Part C of IDEA,  Early Learning and Development Programs funded under Title I of the ESEA and Early Learning and Development Programs receiving funds from the State's CCDF program.  For example, STARS is currently  implemented with 80 Head Start/Early Head Start centers and 3905 child care programs. 

The State has implemented effective policies and practices designed to help more families afford high-quality child care and maintain the supply of high-quality child care in areas with high concentrations of Children with High Needs .  For example, in 2012-2013 The State has implemented Rising STARS, a program designed to increase the number of Children with High Needs enrolled in quality childcare. 

The State has set ambitious yet achievable targets for the numbers and percentages of Early Learning and Development Programs that will participate in the Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System.  For example, boosting participation and strengthening links with Regional Keys technical assistance is achieved by requiring child care licensing for a Tier 1 (STARS) rating.  The State is revising STARS standards, policies, and procedures to maximize results and to focus on high need communities.

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

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has provided a comprehensive plan for rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs.

STARS reviews are conducted by STARS designators who have high inter-rater reliability.  The State uses the Environmental Rating Scale (ERS) which is a valid and reliable tool for monitoring such programs, and monitors and rates the Early Learning and Development Programs yearly, including site visits at least every two years.

The State provides quality rating and licensing information to parents with children enrolled in Early Learning and Development Programs via the Compass and Keystone Families First websites and a toll free number.  The State has made efforts to make these materials easy for parents to access and use. 

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has a  comprehensive plan for promoting access to high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs.

The State is developing and implementing policies and practices that provide support and incentives for Early Learning and Development Programs to continuously improve by providing targeted technical assistance, providing incentives to STAR 3 & 4 programs to serve more Children with High Needs, and by offering effective subsidies and tiered reimbursements for excellence through the STARS program.

The State provides some supports to help working families who have Children with High Needs access high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs through Child Care Information Services (CCIS) and two programs to help children of working families access  healthy nutrition.  The State's plan would be stronger if additional supports were included, such as after school care and extended hours for working parents or providing options such as evening and weekend visits with parents to inform them of their child’s progress.

The number of Early Learning and Development Programs in the top tiers of the Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System is delineated in Performance Measure charts in the application.  The State does not describe how it determined yearly growth numbers and numbers of programs in specific Tiers.  The State does not have a rating system for home based programs.

The State provides the number and percentage of Children with High Needs who are enrolled in Early Learning and Development Programs by tiers of the State's Quality Rating and Improvement System, STARS, in well developed charts included in the application.

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

The State describes multiple evaluations of the STARS implementation with an independent evaluator (The University of Pittsburgh’s Office of Child Development).  The State developed a plan to address findings from these studies in such areas as increased outreach to parents and training for staff.

The State has an impressive yearly Next Steps plan to revise and expand the Keystone STARS rating and improvement system. Key activities are provided in a chart form along with start and finish dates linked to State milestones.   

The State measures child outcomes three times a year and compares them to levels of provider quality as measured by STARS.  The research design is not fully described in the application.  The State hopes to link changes in quality ratings as related to progress in children's learning, development, and school readiness.


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
	19

	(C)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provides a comprehensive plan for developing and using statewide, high-quality Early Learning and Development Standards.

The State developed Learning Standards for Early Childhood in 2004, revised in 2009, in a collaborative effort of the Departments of Health, Education, and Public Welfare, staff from early learning programs, parents and researchers. The State provides Learning Standards for Early Childhood in both English and Spanish. These Learning Standards were developed in collaboration with the State’s Migrant Education program.  The Kindergarten Readiness Checklist is translated into a variety of languages to include Spanish and Vietnamese. Unfortunately, the State does not report on standards specifically designed for linguistic and cultural groups other than Spanish speakers.

The State’s Learning Standards are striving to be more developmentally appropriate by being consistent with IDEA in areas of Individualized Family Service Plans (IFSP) and Individualized Education Plans  (IEP).  

The State has addressed the alignment of the Early Learning Standards with the State's K-12 academic standards by utilizing two nationally known experts to evaluate the State’s Learning Standards.  The results of this review included a revision of the Learning Standards for Early Childhood and the creation of a Standards Aligned Systems Portal (SAS) to continue this alignment process.

The State incorporates Learning Standards for Early Childhood into the Keystone STARS , Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts and Head Start Supplemental Assistance Programs.  All licensed and state funded programs are given copies of the standards. The State has had program standards for the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework for more than 10 years.  

The State has a system of providing quality staff professional development training through the use of approved Professional Development Instructors.   

Parents and families are informed of the Learning Standards during annual meetings with program staff along with written materials available in the community.  The State uses resources such as Better Kid Care , developed in a partnership with Penn State University, and other materials,  to disseminate information across the state.  

The State includes an Action Plan and a detailed chart, with timelines and actions noted to address gaps identified in the Learning Standards for Early Childhood.   The State has a strong commitment, involving stakeholders across the state, to developing, revising, and implementing high quality standards.

 

	(C)(2) Supporting effective uses of Comprehensive Assessment Systems
	20
	18

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has a High-Quality Plan to support the effective implementation of developmentally appropriate Comprehensive Assessment Systems by establishing a framework for reviewing and selecting assessment tools to be used.   Resources are provided to early learning programs that include both written guidance and professional development on selecting appropriate assessment instruments for populations served.  Currently one research based assessment tool that is used is the Environment Rating Scale (ERS).  Another that is being piloted is the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS).  Both assessments measure the quality of teachers’ and caregivers’ interactions with children.

The State has a strong commitment to working with Early Learning and Development Programs across the state to strengthen Early Childhood Educators' understanding of the purposes and uses of each type of assessment used through training by experts and use of the Pennsylvania Keys training system.  The State is also planning to partner with approved assessment companies to provide training across the State.

The State describes an approach for aligning and integrating assessments and sharing assessment results through the PELICAN data collection program. The State does not go into any additional detail except that it plans to use RTT funding for the Community Innovative Zones to support the sharing information among programs and to avoid duplication of assessments and to coordinate services for Children with High Needs who are served by multiple Early Learning and Development Programs.

The State plans to use approved assessment companies to train Early Childhood Educators to appropriately administer assessments and interpret the scores.  The State did not elaborate on the use of assessment data to improve instruction, programs, and services, and to effectively solicit and use family input on children’s development and needs.  The State has plans to use data from the Early Learning Outcomes Reporting  (ELOR) to support use of assessment results. 

In addition to the Family Engagement Project, the State provides detailed plans to use RTT funding to develop guidelines and procedures for sharing assessment data and results with parents, involving parents in decisions about their children’s care and education, and helping parents identify concrete actions they can take to address developmental issues identified through the assessment process. The State provides a step by step plan to accomplish this in an activity chart provided.

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	20
	18

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State presents a detailed plan for engaging and supporting families.

Although the State has established some cultural and linguistic standards for family engagement in the Early Childhood Learning Standards in the family engagement component, the State did not provide specific standards that include activities that enhance the capacity of families to support their children's education and development.  The State does utilize a Strengthening Families Protective Factors framework to help families build protective factors.

The State has a strong commitment to Increase the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators trained and supported on an ongoing basis to implement the family engagement strategies included in the Program Standards through utilization of approved instructors in the Pennsylvania’s Early Childhood Training Registry (PQAS) and a newly developed train the trainer module crafted by the Strengthening Families Leadership Team.

The State promotes family support and engagement statewide through a Child Development and Early Learning Special Assistant position that oversees this development and by the provision of parent to parent support through mentors, providing a family leadership development program, and through Keystone Families First, which is part of a public/private partnership for public awareness called Pennsylvania’s Promise for Children. Keystone Families First is an interactive web based application available via the web through Smartphones and tablets. The State also shows evidence of using other existing resources such as the Parents as Teachers and other home visiting programs and community parent support programs to support this effort. The State wants to extend and deepen family support and has started a Family Engagement Pilot Project in 2012.  The state provides a detailed activity and timeline chart that shows the State's efforts to enhance family support and engagement.  The State plans to implement this project will be partially supported by RTT funding, if awarded.


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: 

TheState has a strong commitment for developing a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials.

Over the last 10 years the State has periodically reviewed and revised the common statewide Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework that is specifically designed to promote children's learning and development and improve child outcomes.  The State has developed the Pennsylvania Keys to Professional Development Registry which helps staff to select training that is aligned to their priorities and competency development and provides tracking data to administrators to monitor competency development across the State. 

The State has developed a comprehensive common statewide progression of credentials and degrees aligned with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and is able to track this progression through a Career Lattice. The State has also created a Career Advising System that helps early learning staff to make appropriate educational choices to advance their careers. The State has created over 50 early childhood program-to –program articulation agreements between two- and four- year educational facilities that allow staff to enter a bachelor’s degree program at a junior level.


The State has made strong efforts and has engaged postsecondary institutions and other professional development providers in aligning professional development opportunities with the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. Postsecondary institutions are now key providers of the Child Development Associate (CDA).  High school students are now being prepared to take the CDA assessment upon graduation. Additionally, Penn State’s Better Kid Care Project  (BKC) offers 150 web based classes with 19  available in Spanish and 7 that address supporting Children with High Needs.
The State provides a detailed timeline of activities to support the continued professional development of early learning staff.

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	19

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provides access to effective professional development opportunities that are aligned with the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  For example, the State has discovered that Technical Assistance and training that is part of the TQRIS Keystone STARS is more successful as it is focused on higher tier attainment. 


The State has been very successful in implementing policies for incentives that promote professional improvement and career advancement along an articulated career pathway that is aligned with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  Examples are wage subsidies that are tied to professional development and financial aids and scholarships to assist those pursuing higher education.  These supports are also designed to increase retention and ensure a stable workforce. The State is pursuing a tuition reimbursement plan called the Rising Stars Tuition Assistance Program that is able to provide upfront funds for tuition reimbursement. 


The State publicly shares aggregated data in annual reports and a newsletter on the early childhood education workforce.    Data is collected in PELICAN and a voluntary Workforce registry.  The State had made well constructed plans on consolidating this system into one database for the entire early learning workforce.
The State has set a goal to maintain 138 postsecondary institutions and professional development providers with programs that are aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  By 2017  the State has an ambitious goal is to reach a target of almost 4,000 additional Early Childhood Educators credentialed by these institutions or providers.


The State provides a chart to project increasing the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators who are progressing to higher levels of credentials that align with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  Though the State provides information on how the numbers and percentages are calculated, the actual calculation of the percentages is confusing and may be inaccurate.
 


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State presents a well described plan for understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry.

The State plans to develop a no-cost universal Kindergarten Entry Inventory (KEI) for all local education agencies in order to better understand the status of children upon entry.  Approximately 40% of school districts use a home-grown assessment.  The State has a detailed plan to obtain more evidence for the KEI they have developed to ensure its utility and validity before it is applied to all school districts. 

The KEI is aligned with the State's Early Learning and Development Standards and covers all Essential Domains of School Readiness.  The foundation of the KEI is this state’s Early Learning Standards. The KEI is comprehensive and is comprised of 34 indicators across five domains.  

 The State is preparing to request validation of the KEI by well known and respected national experts.  The KEI currently shows high levels of internal reliability in the first 2 pilots.  To address children with disabilities the KEI captures information from a child’s IEP and 504 status.  Though administration of the KEI in the native language is encouraged for English learners, the State does not specify other adaptations  which are essential to proper implemenattion of the KEI.

The KEI is intended to be used in the first 45 days of the Kindergarten year.  The State plans a detailed phased in implementation beginning with the Title I schools that have the most High Need Children. The KEI implementation is ensured by extensive training and coaching in its implementation and by advocacy led by a Philadelphia area United Way that received a multi- year grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation to do so.  

 The State has comprehensive plans to report KEI data to the Pennsylvania Statewide Longitudinal Data System and to the PELICAN early learning data system.  An Early Network Bridge allows information sharing and report writing in the State’s data system.  The State provides a detailed time line with action steps to implement the KEI in all school districts.  Only 1/5 of the funding to implement this plan is requested from RTT.  The State plans to use State and Federal funds to sustain the KEI.

	(E)(2) Building or enhancing an early learning data system
	20
	19

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has worked on a comprehensive early learning data system for the past 10 years, as evidenced by a timeline table provided.  Pennsylvania’s Early Childhood Data System, referred to as PELICAN, is a highly integrated information system, sharing data with both OCDEL and across state agencies. The State has put numerous privacy and security safeguards in the database to protect the confidentiality of the information. The State has plans to improve such things as system accessibility and data entry processes, to provide dashboards for the provider and community, to have components for family access, and to include invoicing and attendance for Child Care Works.  The State has a detailed timeline chart with activities to improve the database. The State did not assess and report if all the essential data elements are included.  


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 presents a comprehensive plan to include all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS.

 The State has a strong commitment to include all State-regulated programs in the TQRIS and these programs are currently on track to be licensed and participate in the TQRIS Keystone STARS program.

The State has provided opportunities for private fee charging nursery schools and child care providers to participate in the State’s licensing system and quality standards.  For example, unregulated providers of child care serving three or more unrelated children will register as  providers to receive subsidized child care reimbursement through the State’s Child  Care Works.  The State plans to change this to the required providers of child care serving two or more unrelated children.  Once a provider becomes registered, they will be eligible for inspection as part of the State’s child care certification. Oversight by the Department of Health and local authorities to review health and safety issues is planned. That State also plans to expand the State’s established Keystone STARS Provider Quality Program to these additional programs.

The State will meet this priority based on the High-Quality Plan described, to be implemented no later than June 30th of 2017.

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

	

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

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

The State describes some plans to Create Preschool through Third Grade approaches to sustain improved Early Learning Outcomes through the Early Elementary Grades.

The State plans to develop Governor’s Institutes for Educators PreK to Grade 3 to increase dialogue and collaboration among early learning educators and K-12 teachers. Unfortunately, the State did not address the health, behavioral, and developmental needs of Children with High Needs from preschool through third grade or building the families’ capacity to address these needs.


The State did not describe how it will implement teacher preparation and professional development programs and strategies that emphasize developmental science and the importance of protective factors, pedagogy, and the delivery of developmentally appropriate content, strategies for identifying and addressing the needs of children experiencing social and emotional challenges, and effective family engagement strategies for educators, administrators, and related personnel serving children from preschool through third grade.


The State describes how it would implement model systems of collaboration both within and between Early Learning and Development Programs and elementary schools, how it would improve all transitions for children across the birth through third grade continuum, but did not describe specifically how it would engage and support families in this process.


The State describes how it will enhance PELICAN and other data systems to monitor the status of children’s learning and development from preschool through third grade but did not provide details of how it plans to inform families and support student progress in meeting critical educational benchmarks in the early elementary grades.


The State did not specifically address efforts designed to increase the percentage of children who are able to read and do mathematics at grade level by the end of the third grade.
 

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

The State describes how it will implement approaches to address the unique needs of children in rural areas by targeting 17 of the 50 Early Childhood Innovative Community grants to high and moderate risk rural areas.  These areas will use the Strengthening Families Framework to increase family engagement and reduce familial risk factors. 

  
The State describes well designed approaches to close educational and opportunity gaps for Children with High Needs, increase the number and percentage of Low-Income children who are enrolled in high-quality Early Learning and Development  Programs and enhance the State’s integrated system of high-quality early learning programs and services. Four Regional Keys will receive additional funding to increase the number of high quality early care and education settings within their region, with the expectation they will reach out to rural providers. Each rural Regional Key is expected to add 50 new rural providers to their roster.   A STARS manager will be available to the rural areas to reach out and involve providers in STARS and to increase the tier level of those already in STARS.  Additional training will be provided either face-to-face or virtually to maximize attendance.
 


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The State’s application comprehensively and coherently addresses how the State will build a high quality comprehensive system that increases the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs for Children with High Needs so that they enter kindergarten ready to succeed.

The State has received high scores in (C) Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children, (D) A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce, and (E) Measuring Outcomes and Progress that it believes will best prepare its Children with High Needs for kindergarten success.

Additionally, the State has demonstrated past commitment to the investment in high-quality, accessible Early Learning and Development Programs and services for Children with High Needs yearly for the past 5 years (2009 to 2013) and has developed a statewide set of tiered Program Standards called Keystone STARS.  Currently over 63%  of  all the State’s early childhood centers and 46 % of all certified or  registered child care programs participate in Keystone STARS.

This State is well prepared to address the ambitious yet achievable goals set for the Early Learning Challenge in this application. 

	Total
	315
	292




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1003PA-3 for Pennsylvania, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

Although there have been fluctuations in the funding level throughout the past five years due to the economic challenges that have affected the country, Pennsylvania has maintained its commitment to serving children with high needs. For example, the State investment grew 5% between 2010 and 2012. Since its introduction in 2008, the state has increased the subsidy add-on to the reimbursement for Keystone STARS program serving children who receive Care Work subsidies by 500% for STARS 4 programs serving children who are enrolled full time. Investments in quality Early Learning and Development (ELD) were made a priority by proposing increases in many of the programs in 2013-14, resulting in a $23 million increase in state funding for ELDP  

The state funds Head Start services through the Head Start Supplemental Assistance program and state-funded preschool program Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts. Together these programs are estimated to serve nearly 17,000 children with high needs. The State has fully implemented the Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation program which provides child-specific consultation services to address the social-emotional concerns of young children.  

The state completed Table (A)(1)-4: Historical data on funding for early Learning and Development and although it indicates some reductions in funding for key programs such as supplemental state spending in Head Start (from $39.4 million to $37.2 million) and state-funded preschool (from $86.4 to 82.7 million) the data indicates consistency with variations in funding attributed to the economic crisis. There has been increases in other areas such as: State contributions to IDEA Part C; TANF spending in ELDP; the state exceeded its match to CCDF for the past four years. 

The data presented indicates that the State has mainly maintained the level of services being provided to high needs children. The State provides information on Table (A)(1)-5 which demonstrates modest growth, in most of the categories, in the number of children with high risks participating in ELDPs during the previous five years. For example: According to fiscal year end data, programs and services funded by IDEA Part C and B, Section 610, grew 1.18%; Programs funded under Title I of ESEA grew by 1.17%.

The State provides data which demonstrates that the State’s Early Learning and Development Standards (ELDS) meet all the requirements established in the criteria. The ELDS address the different age groups and all the essential domains of school readiness; provides a profile of all early learning and development data systems currently used in the state; provides a summary of current postsecondary institutions and other professional development providers in the state that issue credentials or degrees in Early Childhood Education, all of whom align its programs with the state’s current Workforce Knowledge and Competence Framework and progression of credentials.  

The state describes key pieces of legislation that have been enacted during the past decade to shape and support the state’s early learning and development agenda. For example: In 2007 the Office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL) created a new organizational structure in which all the state’s Early Learning and Development programs are funded jointly by the Department of Education and Public Welfare structured as a dual deputized department. In 2007, Pre-K Counts  and Head Start Supplemental Assistance programs are included in the Public School Code; In 2011, members of the State’s General Assembly created  BI-CAMERAL Early Childhood Education Caucus which is bi-partisan and advocates for the continuing funding and development of high-quality early childhood care and education programs.    

The state provides information, in its narrative and appendixes B and M, that describe the state early learning and development system's current status and identifies key elements which demonstrate the State has developed a high quality, comprehensive system that meets the requirement described in the criteria. For example, the system includes: 

· Early learning and development standards, from birth to second grade, which have been validated by independent evaluators; the State uses a comprehensive assessment system which is comprised of four components: Developmental screening, Formative assessment, measures of environment quality and measures of the quality of adult-child interactions; 

· Health Promotion Standards have been established which ensure child’s safety, physical health, and social and emotional well-being;  

· State’s child care certification regulations, Early Learning Standards and program standards require ongoing family engagement activities; 

· The State has adopted a framework (Strengthening Families) and integrated it into its program standards and practices. The framework is an approach to working with families to prevent child abuse and neglect and offers five researched-based protective factors that give parents information to parent effectively; 

· The State requires that all State’s Pre-K Counts lead teachers have a Bachelor’s degree and early Childhood Education Teacher certificate. The State’s Early Childhood education Career lattice is organized in eight levels indicating the level of education required for positions in child care/school-age care, Early Head Start/head Start, early Intervention, public schools, private academic schools, consultants/mentors/trainers, and higher education faculty, and has achieved more than 50 articulation agreements between two- and four- year institutions of higher education; 

·  The State has piloted and refined a valid, reliable Kindergarten Entry Inventory (KEI) tool that can be expanded statewide; and, 

· The State has established an Early Learning Network (ELN) system which collects child-level data and program-level data.   

 

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

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provides information that clearly articulates how it will build upon the existing early learning and development system and has developed an agenda that demands creative approaches, best practices, and is focused in communities. Using the State’s Rising STARS Agenda, the State identifies nine specific strategies which offer a comprehensive approach to address the gaps identified in each of the individual areas of the current ELD System.  These strategies will support the state’s efforts to meet the needs of children with high needs. For example: To meet the individual needs of different communities the state proposes to offer Early Childhood Education Community Innovation Grants; To improve access to high quality ELDPs by children with high needs, the state proposes to refine and improve Keystone STARS TQRIS; To ensure cohesive standards from birth to 12, the state proposes to fully align the early learning standards with the State’s education standards; To empower educators by making informed decisions, the state proposes to support the effective use of a comprehensive assessment system; in addition, the state will promote family engagement; develop a no-cost universal kindergarten Entry Inventory for all education agencies; measure outcomes through data system enhancement; and, conduct Governor’s Institutes for Educators Pre-K to Grade 3.

The state has established ambitious and achievable goals for each one of the following categories: Improving program quality, improving outcomes for children with high needs; and closing the educational gaps between children with high needs and their peers. Examples of these goals are: The number of ELDPs rated in the two top tiers of TQRIS will increase by 100%; 100% of regulated ELDPs will participate in TQRIS; 100% of the State’s school districts will receive the Kindergarten Entry Inventory at no cost; and by 2016, 100% of state-funded child care programs will participate in TQRIS. However, under improving program quality, the state proposes to provide high-quality professional development to only 25% more educators, most of whom teach in high need locations. No information is provided that explains how this percentage was determined. In addition, It is not clear if the proposed 200,000 high need children who will receive interventions and targeted services are in addition to the ones already in the system.

 

The State has articulated a plan that is formed by nine very different strategies; however, each of these strategies represents one block of the full foundation necessary to improve the school readiness of children with high needs.  These strategies include engaging parents, increasing the quality of programs, supporting the workforce’s professional development, providing more consistent and useful data for better decision making in the local and state level among others.

Other correlated strategies that will support achieving the goals established are: 1) Offering of 50 competitive ECE Community Innovation Grants during years 2-4 of the grant period. The intent of these grants is to support Innovation Zones to determine their own needs and solutions. Annual evaluations of these grants will allow the state to determine if some of the interventions developed can be replicated statewide. 2) The improvement of Keystone STARS TQRIS encompasses the inclusion of standards related to screenings, health, and family engagement which currently do not exist. 3)  Instituting a 5-STAR system with certification equating to STAR 1 so that all regulated child care programs, including those that serve two or more children, start on the path to quality improvement from day one. 4)  The revision of early learning standards to fully align with the State’s education standards will allow them to be part of the Standards Aligned System (SAS) which will provide access to tools on the pre-k to third grade levels for standards aligned curriculum, instruction, assessment, materials, and resources. 5) The effective use of comprehensive assessment systems and the continuous improvement of the quality of its reporting framework will facilitate the development of birth to five observation tools; refining and validating the Early learning Outcomes reporting; and will improve access and quality of professional development to support effective application and use of collected data. 6)  The proposed week-long Governor’s institutes are an excellent approach to bring together professionals from birth-5 and K-3 to focus on instructional strategies and promote the collaboration and coordination necessary to implement a statewide, high quality, seamless, effective and efficient ELD System that meets the needs of children with high needs.    

Pennsylvania chose to address selected criteria in each of the focused investment areas and provided specific rationale for the State’s choice which is based on the in-depth understanding of the State’s current ELD System’s strengths and identified gaps. The State chose to address (C)(1, (C)(2), and (C)(4);  (D)(1) and (D)(2); (E)(1) and (E)(2): and competitive priorities 2, 4, 5 and invitational priority 6. The state also provides a clear rationale as to why it didn't choose criteria (C)(3).

The State has built over time a strong foundation and has made strong commitments to ELDPs. In addition, the State has made significant financial investment and contributions to develop a strong infrastructure which can ensure long-term success. The State’s foundation includes high quality standards, well established data systems, and interagency partnerships which gives the state the capacity to implement the proposed State Plan.

The State proposes to improve and build upon its learning standards for early childhood by addressing the identified existing gaps in the system, by using this approach the State will strengthen its systems and will avoid duplication of efforts. Gaps identified in the system and to be addressed are: Infant and toddler  standards’ cultural, linguistic, and developmental appropriateness needs to be improved. Infant and Toddler standards will be revised to reflect language appropriateness for all early care and education programs. The state will develop Executive Function Skill Standards for grades 1 and 2 which will be embedded into the Standards Aligned System (SAS) Portal. This work will focus on informing teachers and administrators about curriculum and assessment, guide the selection of program materials and the design of instruction.  Other systems gaps identified are the effective tracking and follow-up of screenings and, the need to increase the reliability of outcomes.

Although the State has developed standards and initiatives that support family engagement, there is a lack of integration through a coordinated statewide strategy. Using the ECE Community Innovation Grants the state will achieve the statewide integration and coordination needed.

The state will address professional development that includes content relevant to cultural, linguistic and ability diversity. The state has over 130,000 users of the workforce registry, accessing professional development and career pathways system, and the state plans to create a coordinated and clear communication plan to support consistent, clear information for early learning professionals.

The State plans to increase targeted incentives for program directors, teachers, trainers, and higher education faculty/advisors because there is a need to increase staff qualifications, particularly among those serving children with higher needs.

The State lacks a consistent method to assess kindergarten readiness. This makes the development and dissemination of valid, no-cost kindergarten Entry Inventory to ELDPs a key priority. 
The State has developed and describes a single integrated data system for all early childhood programs, however, the State is proposing to develop and implement more advanced strategies to improve instruction, practice, and policies.

	(A)(3) Aligning and coordinating work across the State
	10
	9

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State presents an excellent plan that describes how the alignment and coordination of early learning and development across the state will follow the Sate’s Rising STARS Agenda. The application provides a clear description of the governance structure which will support the implementation of the RTT-ELC grant if funded. It delineates clearly defined roles and responsibilities for agencies and individuals in charge of leading the State’s Early Learning and Development efforts. The plan proposes formal processes through which ELDPs, educators, and families can be involved in planning and implementing early learning and Development initiatives, including the proposed RTT-ELC grant project if funded.   

The State identifies the state agencies that form the ELD Governance structure as: The office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL), operating under the department of Education and Public Welfare. The Department of Public Welfare will act as the lead agency for the proposed project. Other State agencies involved are The Department of Health, The Pennsylvania Early Learning Council (ELC), The State Interagency Coordinating Council (SICC), The Early Learning Investment Commission (ELIC).

The Regional Governance and administration will be located in the Pennsylvania Key and Five regional Keys. Local Administration will be located in each of the Early Childhood Education Community Innovation Zones.  The grants will identify specific areas to be addressed such as Increase family support and engagement; and, develop stronger relationships between EC programs and school districts to build birth to 3rd grade alignment.

The State submitted the organization structure proposed to be implemented, it delineates clear lines of authority and communication, including positions to cover key functions of the project.

The State describes the policy decision making process to be followed. For example, The Lead agency responsible for the grant, OCDEL, when making policy decisions regarding statewide early childhood policy related to the grant, will require the consent of the Governor’s office and the Department of Education and Public Welfare. SICC and ELIC will continue to provide support on the policies, progress and recommendations for the continued work of the grant.

Policy decisions will not require regulatory or legislative action, which will facilitate and expedite the management and implementation of the program. The Office of the General Counsel will make final decisions regarding legal disputes.     

 The State describes established venues used to facilitate the involvement of key stakeholder groups in the planning and implementation of the proposed grant activities; including business groups, other specific groups, and the type of input and number of times they will meet per year.  However, the State does not provide information to determine how, when, and at what levels, parents and families, including parents and families with high needs will be involved inthe planning and implementation of the grant activities.  

The State included in the application signed MOUs with each of the State Agencies that will participate in the implementation of the grant. The MOUs include: General provisions, Payment, Assurances, Project administration (Roles and responsibilities, Joint Responsibilities and State recourse in the event of the department’s failure to perform), Modifications, Duration and Signatures. In addition, a complete Scope of Work is included for each State Agency.

Table (A)(3)-2 included in the application contains the list of every Early learning Intermediary Organization and local early learning council in the State, indicating which ones have submitted letters of support. Appendix C includes a total of 148 signed letters of support.

The application includes an additional list of other groups identified in the criterion who also submitted letters of support. Copies of the letters are included in the application.

The State submits a detailed High Quality plan for the Alignment and Coordination of ELD across the State; and, the empowerment of communities through ECE Community Innovative Grants focusing on Children with High Needs. This investment is designed to identify and replicate effective local practices which will build long term capacity and sustainability. The high quality plan includes: 1) The key goals for this effort; 2) It describes the rational for choosing this strategy; 3) and, provides a detailed list of Key Activities which includes: The step number, activity description, start date, duration of the activity, finish date and key milestones; 4) The responsible party for specific activities to ensure the success of the plan; 5) It includes a funding narrative which describes the total budget for the project and the amount of funds being requested from the RTT-ELC grant. It identifies the amount of funds that will be allocated to support the ECE Community Innovation Grants. It will allocate additional funds to four Regional Keys with large rural populations.     

 

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

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The application describes that OCDEL operates with a budget of approximately $1.4 billion which directly and indirectly impacts the children with high needs and their families. The State has engaged in partnerships with three leading Pennsylvania foundations – The Heinz Endowments, William Penn Foundation, and the Grable Foundation. The focus of their funding has been in the area of early childhood education. In addition, the State has established six regional business partnerships which have invested over $1 million in private funds which have paid for Pre-K scholarships and bridge loans for ECE professionals to earn college credits.

The state is requesting RTT-ELC funds to provide technical assistance and grants to 50 ECE Community Innovation Zones. The State will leverage funds allocated annually to the five Regional Keys from state and federal infant-toddler earmark and quality set-aside CCDF funds. These same source of funding will continue to support the family engagement initiative through the Pennsylvania’s Promise for Children  and Keystone Families First.

Other strategies and outcomes that will be supported with RTT-ELC funds are: Revision of Keystone STARS; The revision of pre-kindergarten early learning standards; Professional development; Kindergarten Entry Inventory; Comprehensive Assessment and Early Learning Outcomes Reporting (ELOR); Measure outcomes to improve instruction, practices, services and policies through data system enhancements. The application describes other specific funding sources that will be leveraged to support each of these initiatives, in addition to the grant funds being requested. The State completed Table (A)(4)-1 which includes all the other existing federal, state, private and local funds to be used to achieve the outcomes in the State Plan.  

The state describes three comprehensive key strategies that will ensure the continuity and the sustainability of the high quality plan being proposed for the RTT-ELC following the grant period. These strategies include: 1) RTT-ELC funds will be used to improve ELD Networks that the state can maintain without additional funding following the grant period. This strategy includes expanding the Keystone STARS QRIS to bring additional Early Learning Programs into the system; and, refining and validating the statewide Early learning Outcomes Reporting System. RTT-ELC will enable to validate the system and provide effective professional development for teachers. 2) The reallocation of existing resources to accomplish new goals. 3) Maintaining and expanding stakeholder commitment to the State’s early childhood education initiatives.
 


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 State presents an excellent plan that describes how it will develop and adopt a common, statewide TQRIS. The State will follow the Sate’s Rising STARS Agenda which seeks to: Refine Keystone STARS TQRIS to enhance access for Children with High Needs to high-quality early learning and development programs.   

The State of Pennsylvania has developed a sophisticated TQRIS named Keystone STARS which is designed to assess and improve ELDPs, ensure consistency across ELDPs, ensure program accountability to the State and families, and connect student outcomes to educators and classroom practices. The State proposes that by 2014, all licensed/regulated ELDPs will automatically be part of Keystone STARS, increasing the participation of publicly funded children in child care to 100 percent.

The State included the Keystone START Standards in Appendix E of the application. They are aligned with Pennsylvania’s Learning Standards for early Childhood which address birth through 2nd grade. The learning standards cover all essential domains of school readiness, are developmentally, culturally and linguistically appropriate and provide guidance for activities to support early learning and development in the classroom and at home.

The State has developed and implemented an early learning assessment system and screening tools. The degree to which programs use screening tools and assessments helps determine their STAR rating.

The State describes a comprehensive system and approach to supporting and improving EC Educator qualifications. Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts lead teachers must have a Bachelor’s degree and Pennsylvania Early Childhood Education Teacher Certification. Pennsylvania’s TQRIS has requirements addressing both educational and training qualifications and ongoing professional development. STARS Standards require practitioners to evaluate their skills, knowledge and academic background against the Core Knowledge Competencies, and establish an annual professional development plan that builds strengths and fills in gaps.

The State has incorporated Family Engagement into STARS and is able to monitor effective practices through it. Information is available to parents via the State’s COMPASS Provider Search which provides demographic, certification status, STAR level, and other information regarding each ELDP in the state. The State also uses Child Care Information Services (CCIS) programs which provide child care resources and referrals to families. Families receive information via CCIS when they apply for Child Care Works.

The State has incorporated Health Promotion Practices into STARS and states that the requirements established in Pennsylvania’s standards are research based. The State describes specific requirements established for STAR level 2 and provides information about the specific organizations and agencies working with the State such as Early Childhood Education Linkages (ECEL) which is a subdivision of the Pennsylvania Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics. The State addresses professional development and describes the strategies and resources utilized. One of the best practices described as being implemented is the collaboration established with Head Start through which statewide initiatives have been implemented.

The State currently uses three different web-based systems to monitor, track, and rate programs participating in STARS. The web-based systems are: 1) Pennsylvania’s Enterprise to Link Information on Children Across networks (PELICAN). The system collects program, staff, and child demographics for all state funded programs. 2) Branagh Information Group (BIG) which is used by the Environmental Rating Scale Assessors for data collection, analysis, history and inter-reliability tracking of programs participating in STARS. 3) SMART system evaluates inter-rater reliability for STARS designators to ensure consistency statewide. It also permits OCDEL to identify technical assistance and professional development needs.

The State used national standards such as National Association for the Education of Young Children, Caring for our Children, and Head Start Program Standards to calibrate the top tier of quality levels. The research based indicators of quality can be reliably monitored and assessed. The State includes the Research basis for the standards and and the next steps for improvement where the standard is met in Appendix F of the application.

The State has established a strong alignment between the state licensing system and Keystones STARS. All child care centers, group day care homes, and family day care homes in the State are regulated. The State proposes in its application to change entry into Keystone STARS to be equivalent with child care licensing which will automatically place all regulated care in their path to quality. The State has established excellent and ambitious yet achievable goals for this expansion: 1) Include all licensed providers at STAR entry; making them eligible for supports and technical assistance; 2) Expand to a 5 STAR system to accommodate the inclusion of all licensed star providers at the STAR entry level; 3) Expands STAR QRIS to include additional program types including early intervention, private academic nursery schools, Title I preschool programs operated by local school districts and other ELDPs; and 4) Modify the STARS Standards and Process based on investigative research to be conducted in Year One of the Grant. The implementation of these goals can create national models of excellence which can be used throughout the country.         

The State’s STARS performance Standards address all areas included in the federal definition of Program Standards and meaningfully differentiate program quality requirements in four key area of practice: Staff qualifications and professional development; Learning program; Family and Community Partnerships; and, Leadership and management.

Evidence provided for (B)(1) in Table (B)(1)-1 indicates that all program standards currently used in the State address all the program standards elements. The State included copies of Keystone STARS Performance Standards in Appendix E of the application.

 

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has established the ambitious yet achievable goal that by, July 2016 the State will include all licensed/regulated providers in Keystone STARS.

In addition, the state proposes that by July 2016,  66 percent of Head Start and Early Head Start (HS/EHS) programs will participate in Keystone STARS. The state has already established strategies to facilitate HS/EHS participation into the system such as: Streamlining the entry into STARS, making the process less cumbersome and time consuming for HS Grantees; the state's funded HS Initiative is aligned with the STAR renewal process; and, HS Standards have been cross walked with the STAR Standards so that only those Standards above the HS Performance Standards need to demonstrated by participating HS Grantees. 

The State‘s goal is that by July 2016 all IDEA 619 programs will participate in Keystone STARS. The State will have Keystone START cross-walked to IDEA 619 and Pennsylvania regulations for early intervention to establish clear alignment with quality practices and state and federal requirements

The State plans to have by 2017, 25 percent participation of the state’s Title I programs. The State has identified specific strategies to support this goal such as: increasing marketing about access to professional development and data-driven technical assistance and the future Rising STARS tuition assistance.     

The State’s goal is to have 100 percent participation by 2016. This goal includes licensed child care centers, Group family child care  and regulated family child care.

The State introduced the initiative Raising STARS in 2012-2013 with the purpose of increasing the number of children with high needs enrolled in high quality child care. Rising stars provides incentives to programs that have reached STARS ratings of 3 or 4. In addition, the State serves children with high needs through EHS, HS and Pre-K Counts.

The State has set ambitious goals based on realistic assumptions and specific strategies that are based on the State’s past work building strong state systems, policies, organizational structures and practices. The State will expand participation to include licensed Private Academic Preschools (by 5%), school-based Pre-K funded locally through Title I (by 25%), and Early Intervention (EI) programs funded through IDEA 619. The State anticipate that by the end of December 2017 the STARS program will include 66 percent of EHS/HS, 100 percent  of EI Programs, 100 percent of state funded child care. The State describes specific activities for the High-Quality Plan.

 

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

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has implemented a monitoring system and processes to ensure accountability and to promote continuous quality improvement. The system is called STARS Designation and it has been used and validated for the past four years.

 

The State’s STARS Designation system contains and uses valid and reliable monitoring tools to assess quality, rate compliance with STARS standards, and to designate each program’s STAR level. The monitoring tools include document review such as staff qualifications, lesson plans , and financial statements), staff interviews, review of PELICAN data, observations by STAR Designators, and third-party assessments which include Environmental Rating Scale (ERS), ERS scoring and licensing report. The State has trained designators (reviewers) who make on site review visits to verify that programs meet STARS Performance standards. The State has established inter-rater reliability for the designators in order to ensure consistency of its designation process.     

The State uses the COMPASS website to help families’ access information about the State’s early childhood programs. In addition, families have access to information through local Child Care information Services (CCIS) which are local contractors able to reach out to families from many cultural and linguistically backgrounds. The state uses a number of different strategies to provide information to parents.

The State identifies and describes specific steps and activities that it will take place such as investigating the use of expanded virtual scales, which are being developed, to further enhance quality improvement process; maximizing infrastructure to support ELDPs by streamlining administration.

 

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The State identifies and describes the strategies it will implement to promote access to quality EC programs. For example, the State will improve program quality through targeted technical assistance in programs that serve large numbers of children with high needs; and, will increase the enrollment of higher quality programs in TQRIS by offering more effective subsidies/tiered reimbursement. However, the state does not address how it will promote and/or increase the actual number of children with high needs participating in the proposed high quality programs. The state only addresses how it will increase the quality of the programs and how it will increase the number of quality programs.  

 

The State identifies and describes a number of strategies implemented to support and incentivize ELDPs to improve. For example: The state has developed and administers the STARS Technical Assistance program in a partnership with the State Regional Keys, the training is delivered by a cadre of consultants who are knowledgeable and experienced in each of the STARS content areas. The TA provided through this system is offered at no-cost to the provider. In addition the state offers targeted TA for Infant/Toddler Child Care providers, School Age child Care providers, and assistance is targeted to help educators address social/emotional concerns. The State also provides targeted financial supports to ELDPs that serve children with high needs. The State’s goal is to offer both incentives and assistance focused on continuous quality improvement and movement up the STARS ranking.

The state describes support services for families that focus in three areas: 1) Support to families through referral systems; 2) Providing information to families; and 3) increasing their participation in the CACFP program. However, the state does not appropriately address in a comprehensive manner the needs of  low income working families and other high needs children and families.

 

The state has the ability to identify and map children with high needs within the state as well as where high-quality slots are available. With this ability the state can target areas where the need is high, but the availability of higher STAR-rated providers is low and target its efforts in an effective and efficient manner.

The state’s goal is to increase the number of ELDPs enrolled in STARS 3 and 4 by 70 percent by 2017.

The state’s goal is to increase the number and percentage of children with high needs not enrolled in ELDPs that are in STARS 3 AND 4 by more than 100 percent by 2017. In addition, the state identifies and describes specific strategies and activities that will be implemented in order to achieve these achievable goals.

 

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

The State’s STARS TQRIS has been continuously improving and evolving for the past 10 years. The system has been part of two national studies as part of the  state's efforts to develop TQRIS: 1) Child Care QRIS: Approaches to Integrating Programs for Young Children in Two States; and, Defining and Measuring Quality: An In-Depth Study of Five Child Care TQRIS.

The State commissioned evaluations of STARS conducted by the University of Pittsburg’s office of Child Development in October 2003; December 2004, and December 2006 following the first, second and fourth years of STARS implementation. The State made system improvements as a result of the recommendations made through these evaluations. In 2010, the State conducted another comprehensive analysis and evaluation of STARS and issued a report detailing the findings.

The State has conducted specific activities and analysis to determine the relationship between the changes in quality ratings and children’s gains. The results of these analysis indicate significantly larger gains for children who attend higher quality ELDPs. The State identifies and describes specific goals for validating the TQRIS under the RTT-ELC grant as well as describing specific next steps for years one to four.

The State identifies specific and achievable goals to complete the revision and expansion or STARS TQRIS. In addition, the State provides a summary of activities and its rationale which has, as the end result, the increased State’s ability to identify and address obstacles to continuous improvement and link standardized outcomes to STAR levels. The State identifies a total of 30 steps, with activity descriptions (Assurance Area), start date, duration of activity, finish date and key milestones, and identifies responsible party for key activities. 


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
	20

	(C)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State of Pennsylvania developed Learning Standards for Early Childhood in 2004. They were developed with input from key stakeholders in the ECE community. The Standards delineate benchmarks along birth to kindergarten continuum to promote kindergarten readiness, and are aligned with standards that span to the 12the grade. They are research based according to age and development and form the foundation for curriculum assessment, instruction and intervention within early care and education programs. The State is proposing to improve these standards under this grant by focusing on linguistic and developmental appropriateness.

Pennsylvania’s Learning Standards for Early Childhood span infant/toddler, pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, 1st grade, and 2nd grade age groups. They include all the essential domains of school readiness, including: Approaches to learning, Language and literacy, Mathematics, Health, Wellness and Physical Development; and Social and Emotional Development. Additional standards include the domains: Creative Thinking and Expression, Social Studies, Science (Including environmental and ecology), and Partnerships for Learning. The State collaborated with the Migrant Education Program in 2012, to further improve the standards’ cultural and linguistic appropriateness. The State proposes to further improve its practices by commissioning an Early Learning Standards validation study in 2015. 

The State conducted a study in 2009 to validate the alignment of the standards and to inform future improvements. The study addressed four parameters: balance, coverage, depth, and difficulty. The study found that the state’s standards and assessments are strong and that they show good alignment across age/grade level.  

The state has developed and implemented an exemplary and comprehensive approach to ensure that its Learning Standards for early Childhood are currently used as a framework for instruction statewide and are incorporated into guidance for Keystone STARS, Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts, and Head Start Supplemental Assistance programs. The State created a family engagement framework by cross walking Head Start Family Engagement Outcomes, Strengthening Families Protective factors, and Parent Teacher Association (PTA) National Standards for Family-school partnerships. As a result, the State plans future improvements to family engagement including revising the Partnerships for Learning Standards (family engagement) to reflect seven common elements identified through the crosswalk.

The State describes in detail how the Learning Standards for early Childhood are an integral part of the core-series training for Keystone STARS. In addition, the Standards framed the revision of the State’s Core Knowledge Competencies and are fully embedded within the Pre-K to 4th grade teacher certificate and the Directors Credential program. All state funded programs must use an approved assessment  that has demonstrated adequate alignment to Pennsylvania’s Standards based infant, young toddler, older toddler, and pre-k frameworks.

The State identifies a number of strategies that will be implemented to ensure that programs incorporate learning standards into teaching and learning. The State has developed and implemented a statewide system which oversees key funding, training and resources for ELDPs, expanding access to professional development and technical assistance will be a key component to promote participation. The state will seek to increase strategic partnerships with Penn State University’s Better Kid Care Program which provide educational materials, learning experiences and programs to child care providers, parents and employers throughout the state.

The State identifies two key gaps in the standards and describes the steps that will be taken to improve/ addresses those gaps. Specific goal are identified for the use of the standards and next steps are identified and described in detail. The state provides evidence of the use of the standards by including support documentation in Appendix 1, Appendix B, and Appendix J , K,  and L.

The state has establsihed three achievable key goals to accomplish the revision of the standards and a rationale is provided. The rationale for the establishment of these goals is based on identified gaps in the standards. The State provides a summary of key activities, and identifies responsible parties for those activities. Supportive evidence for this project is included in Appendix I, and appendix L.

	(C)(2) Supporting effective uses of Comprehensive Assessment Systems
	20
	15

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provides information which clearly articulates and demonstrates that Pennsylvania’s RISING STARS Agenda does support the effective use of comprehensive assessment systems to better understand program outcomes; Pennsylvania’s return on investment; and, to empower educators in making informed decisions. This comprehensive system includes screening tools, formative assessments, assessment measures, measures of program quality, and measures of child-adult interactions.

The state has developed a list of approved, valid and reliable, comprehensive assessment tools which are rigorously aligned to state-standards-based framework (infants, young toddlers, older toddlers, and pre-kindergarten), from which programs can choose one that meets their unique needs  based on the diverse groups of children and families they serve, the professionals they employ, and unique curricular philosophies. The State make resources available to programs which include: written guidance and professional development on selecting appropriate assessments instruments for their population. In addition, the State promotes a comprehensive assessment system in the following areas: Screening and formative assessments. The State encourages early screening and ongoing comprehensive, observation-based assessment for young children. The State implements the Environmental Rating Scales (ERS) to measure environmental quality.  The quality of child-adult interactions was measured using Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) through a statewide pilot project. As a result, the state supports a program’s selection and use of the CLASS through access to CLASS specific professional development and continuous quality improvement resources.  

The state has implemented specific efforts to strengthen EC educators’ understanding of the purposes and uses of each type of assessment measures using the following strategies: Providing multi-strategy training on the components of a comprehensive assessment system through the professional Development Instructor Institute; Providing professional development opportunities through the Pennsylvania Keys training system on the ASQ, ASQ-SE, CLASS, Observation and assessment, and ERS; and, professional development is available through each respective assessment company.

The State articulates a comprehensive approach for aligning and integrating assessment and sharing assessment results by developing policies which stress the necessity for collaboration between agencies and/or programs when a child is enrolled in more than one program. State requirements around collaboration and transition of children currently are implemented at the local program level. The State proposes, as part of this application, to establish more targeted efforts to support providers collaborate around the completion and sharing of child assessment data within the proposed ECE Community Innovation Zones.

The State describes the guidelines and procedures that have been established using articulated policies for sharing assessment data and results with parents. The state makes available written guidance and resources addressing specific topics such as family conferencing, involving families in the transition process, partnering with families and sharing outcomes with families. The State describes extensive resources for children with special needs which are already accessible to families. 

Area of concern 
The state does not provide information regarding the procedures for helping parents (other than those parents with children with special needs) to identify concrete actions they can take to address developmental issues identified through the assessment process.  

 

The State proposes specific goals that target the gaps identified in their current system such as ensuring effective tracking and follow-up of required measures; and linkages to family engagement. This approach is critical to ensure that the state has an early identification process and families are effectively engaged in their children development from the very beginning. In addition, the state proposes to update its resources about comprehensive assessments and develop and conduct trainings on the use of comprehensive assessments. Key activities are identified for the successful implementation of this project, responsible parties for these activities are identified, and funding narrative indicates the cost of this project at $12,672,818 with $2,997,825 being directly requested from the RTT-ELC grant. Supportive evidence can be found in Appendixes A, N, M, and P. The State describes the focus of this project on children with high needs.

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

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The state’s proposed approach is broad based, and focused on strengthening statewide systems, targeting support for high risk communities and accessing information for parents.

The state describes the implementation of comprehensive family engagement approaches as an integral part of the state’s learning standards for early childhood. The importance of family engagement practices are recognized as a critical factor in the child’s success in achieving school readiness, especially for children with high needs.   The state has integrated its commitment to partnerships with families into its program’s standards, TQRIS standards and the state’s certification regulations.

The state has established a statewide comprehensive professional development and training system. As part of this system the state operates the EC Training Registry which has 756 instructors that have identified family engagement as an area of expertise. The state’s Strengthening Families Leadership Team created a train-the-trainer module and disseminated materials and training across the state to over 40 instructors. In addition, over 800 providers across service systems have been educated in the framework.

The state description of its current system addresses mostly the needs of children receiving services through Early Intervention. However, the state has implemented a Family Engagement Pilot Project based on three nationally recognized, research based frameworks: Strengthening Families Protective Factors Framework; Head Start Parent, Family and Community Engagement Framework;  and the Parent Teacher Association National Standards for Family, School Partnerships. This resulted in the development of The Pennsylvania Family Engagement Crosswalk. The development of this work and the resulting Community Family Engagement Self-Assessment, which is being implemented as a pilot project in four communities, provides a real opportunity for the State to create an effective approach to family engagement this will provide opportunities for success to thousands of families and their children.

Other strategies being implemented to improve Family Engagement across systems are: Revision of the State’s Early Learning Standards in the area of program partnerships; The revision of Keystone STARS TQRIS Standards for Family Engagement; Family Engagement Project, which will be implemented in the proposed ECE Community Innovation Zones. However, the state's plan, as described throughout the application, has serious gaps in its approach to implement family engagement. These gaps are related to the role of parents and their inclusion into program planning and implementation. Throughout the application the parents are identified in the receiving end of the communication process and not as contributors to the success of their children.     

The state describes specific goals and provides the rationale for its selection. The focus is on statewide systems and resources which can support the unique opportunity to build upon the current work of the Family Engagement Pilot Communities; and, support the statewide effective implementation of successful Family Engagement strategies. An appropriate and relevant list of key activities to achieve the established goals is provided with specific timelines and key milestones. Supportive evidence for this part of the application can be found in Appendixes U and V. The State describes how this work will focus on Children with High Needs.     

 


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 of Pennsylvania demonstrates its commitment to increasing access and delivering a high quality professional development program and to improve early learning and development program environments, especially for children with high needs.  The four main components of the current state’s professional development system address the criterion established for this section of the application. Statewide progression of credentials and degrees aligned with the framework, including a career lattice of credentialing opportunities, a registry data system, compensation strategies to address education attainment and retention, and professional development opportunities leading to college credit; local planning and delivery of professional development and technical assistance; and, partnerships with postsecondary institutions and other professional development providers.

The state’s commitment to the development and improvement of its workforce knowledge and competency framework is demonstrated by the most recent overhaul of the system which is going to be rolled out at the end of October 2013. These changes represent an extensive multi-year effort to align the competencies with existing state and national standards and to better describe competencies related to family engagement, cultural diversity, inclusive practices, and positive social-emotional development.

The state, following one of its stated goals has developed a common, statewide progression of credentials and degrees aligned with the Work Force Knowledge and Competency Framework. This comprehensive career development system was created studying several national frameworks and includes 7 core elements: core knowledge, access and outreach, qualification, credentials, pathways, and quality assurance. A unique achievement is the completion of over 50 early childhood program-to-program articulation agreements which created articulation pathways and improved transfer opportunities for students and their academic credits based on core competencies.       

 The state has successfully engaged postsecondary institutions in the development of the state’s Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and has established an ongoing communication which has contributed to the development and implementation of innovative practices such as the Early Childhood Executive Leadership Institute which brings ELDPs and public school administrators together for a five day institute.

The state has developed key goals and the rationale for selecting them. The goals address specific gaps identified in their systems. Some of these needs were also identified through annual surveys of Knowledge Mediators and providers, which consistently identify the need for continued, high quality professional development opportunities, that accessible across the state and includes content relevant to cultural, linguistic, and ability diversity across age groups and provider types. The State provides a list of relevant activities that will be completed in order to achieve the goal established; time lines, and key milestones.

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

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state describes a statewide infrastructure that supports a model professional development and technical assistance program that provide high quality learning opportunities to professional working in the Early Childhood Care and Education system. The states commitment to Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) has supported the implementation of best practices in professional development and promoted a better understanding of the Core Knowledge competencies.

The state proposes to continue the improvement of its existing systems in the process of providing and expanding access to effective professional opportunities that are aligned to the State’s Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework; tightly linking training with professional development approaches, such as coaching and mentoring; and, are supported by strong evidence as to why these policies and incentives will be effective in improving outcomes for children with high needs.

Pennsylvania's Quality Assurance System (PQAS) is responsible to certify instructors who provide professional development and technical assistance to early childhood and school-age professionals. Early childhood practitioners increase their knowledge and skills by receiving coaching and mentoring in a work-embedded context. The State continues to explore strategies to improve children’s outcomes and to better understand how the delivery of TA can improve those outcomes. Specific activities are identified to increase the effectiveness of professional development and technical assistance. Key activities include: Enhance the effectiveness of existing TA models to support provider’s transfer of knowledge to practice, their continuous quality improvement planning, implementation and systems of sustainability in early learning programs; Increase both, the effectiveness and the access to appropriate professional development by creating and implementing an online self-assessment, aligned with the core knowledge competencies; and Increase access to High Quality TA services by creating a rubric that will prioritize programs serving children with high needs and/or serving children living in rural areas. Currently, TA services for TQRIS participants are provided in a first-come, first-served basis.     

The state provides information which demonstrates it has implemented one of the most successful and extensive Recruitment and Retention Initiatives in the country. For example: Keystone STARS provide wage subsidies, called Education and Retention Awards (ERA) to individuals with specific EC education credentials and degrees. The state has used cost modeling techniques to determine the cost to providing quality , including adequate wages and benefits, at each level of a TQRIS. As a result of this cost modeling, the state has revised its funding strategy, developing a package of financial incentives  - grants, tiered reimbursement, access to Pre-K  and Head Start funding – to help program recruit and retain qualified staff. The state has identified major challenges to take this system to the next level and has focused on increasing the “improvement” achieved so far in Tiered Quality Rating Improvement System. Key activities will include: Increasing access to higher education through enhanced financial assistance; Enhance instructor accountability and provide understanding of the benefits of specific professional development sessions through the development of Consumer Ratings of Professional Development.

The State of Pennsylvania has developed and established a number of data collection systems used to report aggregated data on Early Childhood Educator development, advancement and retention. Some of these systems are: 1) Work Force Registry, it report aggregated information regarding the topics, types and locations of professional development delivered across the state; Pennsylvania’s Enterprise to Link Information for Children Across Networks (PELICAN), it is a secure, highly integrated system that links children, teacher, and program data across OCDEL Programs. The State proposes to implement enhancements to the Registry System through a Learning Management System (LMS) which will result in a comprehensive workforce registry that contains all work force data in one central location and can easily communicate this information to regional and state administrators, as well as partners, early learning programs, and the general public. When fully implemented, the LMS will: Report work force progress on Career Lattice placement; and will enable the state to target appropriate professional development and support for increasing credentials and certifications to teachers working in programs serving larger numbers of children with high needs.


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

 Currently, the state does not have consistent kindergarten entry assessment tool. Kindergarten readiness data for the state is currently estimated based on district-specific readiness tools. With the input of a group of stakeholders, the state developed the first version of KEI-SELMA, an observation-based assessment consisting of 76 indicators in four domains: Social and emotional development, Language and literacy development, Mathematical thinking, and Expression. The tool has been tested since 2011 and it is aligned with the state ELD Standards, covers all the essential domains of school readiness, is reliable, it is appropriate for the purpose for which it will be used, and its validity will be tested in the Spring of 2014 when a request for proposals will be posted seeking national experts to conduct a validation study of the KEI-SELMA. The first implementation of KEI-SELMA is planned to take place in the 2014-15 school year.

 The state’s Information Management System (PELICAN) is linked to the statewide Longitudinal Data System (SLDS) to collect child services and outcome information for students from birth to 20. Users of the PELICAN ELN/Pre-K Count System have access to and can download Child Longitudinal Outcomes Reports that display aggregate outcomes data for children who were previously enrolled in the Early Learning Network.

The State has established the to have a Kindergarten Entry Inventory (KEI-SELMA) universally available to all districts by 2016. A list of appropriate and related key activities is provided with timelines for completion and key milestones. The responsible parties for implementation are identified. The State describes how this project will focus on children with high needs.

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

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state proposes to improve its data management system by implementing innovative approaches and strategies which will enable the state to better serve the needs of providers, educators and improve the quality of services to children with high needs and their families. 

The state has developed and describes in detail broad and successful initiatives implemented in the past to establish a strong foundation to continue the improvement of their data management systems used for monitoring and accountability purposes. The state’s PLICAN, which is a highly integrated information system links data both within OCDEL and across state agencies within Pennsylvania. The system provides information to guide administrators and early childhood educators in instruction, and continuous program improvement, it supports retention and it supports the identification of gaps and areas in need for improvement to serve high needs children.

The state proposes to improve system accessibility and data entering process using tools such as dashboards and reports which will support child longitudinal outcomes reporting, provide self-service enhancements, and will create a workforce registry data.

 


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’s unregulated providers serving three of fewer unrelated children have an opportunity in the current system to register as a provider in order to receive subsidized child care reimbursement through child care works. As part of the State’s Quality Plan, the State will implement a plan to monitor and inspect all registered child care providers serving two or more unrelated children receiving child care work funds by June 30, 2017.

 In Pennsylvania, once a provider becomes registered, they are eligible for inspection as part of the State’s Child Care certification’s annual allocated random sample. Additional monitoring of registered providers will occur in the form of oversight by the Department of health and local authorities enforcing zoning and health and safety. In addition, the State is proposing to review all the monitoring presently taking place in the state for registered providers and develop a coordinated strategy to minimize duplication of monitoring efforts across programs, offices and departments within the state.

  The State will expand the Keystone STAR provider quality program, which includes the TQRIS, in order to increase the number of programs and providers participating in it. This initiative will focus on expanding the existing Keys to Quality eligibility to all ELDPs, these will include Head Start, Licensed Private Academic Nursery Schools, Early Intervention programs, and school based pre-K programs, certified and registered child care providers.     

The State describes an overall, broad based approach to meet this competitive priority.

	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 provides a clear description of their approach to build upon their High Quality Plan which will use their Rising STARS agenda as the base for improvement and innovation. One of the key activities included in the state’s plan is the implementation of Governor’s Institutes for Educators Pre-K to grade 3. The institute will provide an opportunity to increase the communication and collaboration among Early Childhood Educators and K-12 teachers.     

 

The application describes the state’s thorough and collaborative approach to develop the state’s Learning Standards for Early Childhood and the alignment study conducted in 2009 to create a true continuum of learning from birth through grade 3. The state describes admirable efforts to improve children’s transition process. These efforts include the formation of a statewide transition group which addresses the barriers identified by educators, parents and other stakeholders in the transition process. 

 

The state has established an innovative and unique program to support the development of seamless early care and education systems called the Early Childhood Executive Leadership Institute which is designed to increase the capabilities of leaders in early childhood education programs to understand and connect the many systems focused in the growth, development, and education of children from birth through grade 3. The institute includes providers, teachers, parents/guardians, school leaders, and students (birth to age 8).     

 

However, the state does not provide sufficient information to determine if : the behavioral needs of children with high needs from preschool through third grade are being adequately addressed; how teacher preparation and professional development programs and strategies that emphasize developmental science and the importance of protective factors will be implemented; the strategies for identifying and addressing the needs of children experiencing emotional challenges are adequate; and if family engagement strategies for educators, administrators  and related personnel serving children from preschool through third grade are adequate and effective.

 

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

 

The state's application identifies specific strategies and describes how it will implement approaches to address the unique needs of children in rural areas, including rural areas with small populations. For example, it is expected that if this grant is funded, 17 of the 50 Early Childhood Innovation grants being proposed will be offered to communities in high-and moderate-high risk rural areas.  As part of the application process, candidates will conduct a community assessment and plan to improve conditions for children in three areas: 1) Families will receive support to mitigate risk factors and to become engaged in the growth and development of their children. 2) Children will experience improved physical, social, behavioral and developmental health through increased access to community supports. 3) Children will experience a higher degree of success as they transition to and participate in primary education programs through collaboration and linkages among school entities and local early childhood entities. School districts and EC entities will link to provide continuity from preschool through grade three. In addition, the State will increase the number of high-quality providers in high and moderate high risks counties. In order to accomplish this, the State will allocate $250,000 per year to four Regional Keys serving rural areas with the expectation they will reach out to rural child care providers. Each rural Regional Key is expected to add 50 new rural providers to their roster, using the additional funding.   


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant submitted a high quality plan which addresses appropriately all the required criteria. It presents a detailed explanation of the state's current systems and infrastructure, its strengths and gaps identified through analysis and review; and the specific strategies and approaches the state will implement to correct those gaps and make improvements, and achieve the clear and achievable goals described in the plan. The plan clearly addresses the needs of children with high needs and builds upon the gains already made by the state in the development and implementation of their Early Care and Learning System.  

	Total
	315
	290




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1003PA-5 for Pennsylvania, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant, the State of Pennsylvania, provides extensive and specific detail regarding their state's current and past commitment to the investment in high-quality and accesible Early Learning and Development Program (ELD) including their service to Children with High Needs. They provide strong evidence of the following:

(a) Their financial investment over the past five years demonstrates intentional and strong investment in their early learning priorities. In their most recent budget $30M increase was appropriated for early and development programs including early intervention, Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts, Head Start Supplemental Assistance Program and Child Care Works subsidy. Related tables provided by the applicant confirm the increasing commitments of the state that are backed with the financial resources to support their implementation. As stated by the applicant, "eight initiatives and more than $11 billion in state and federal funding later, the percentage of preschoolers participating in high- quality publicly funded early education has doubled, as has the number of early childhood teachers with Child Development Associate credentials. Pennsylvania now funds pre- kindergarten at over $5,400 per student, ranking ninth of all states in funding early childhood education." To support this further evidence is provided in a summary timeline of key activities since 2002.

(b)The applicant provides extensive evidence of their intent to increase through programming and outreach their services to Children with High Needs from birth to age five and their families. As described in their reform agenda known as Rising STARS, they state the 9 areas that in total make up their agenda. Of these one strategy will specifically address increasing access of early learning services through their quality rating system. Another point of emphasis will be the provision of workforce development that is targeted towards understanding and meeting the needs of Children with High Needs.

The applicant provides detailed historical perspective related to their attention to Children with High Needs. Evidence provided by the applicant includes multiple programs serving Children with High Needs that vary in format (center based/home based) as well as varied needs including poverty and diagnosed disabilities. For example these include their existing Parent Child Home Program that provides home visitation, their Pre-K Counts no cost pre-kindergarten program and their Early Intervention services.

(c) The applicant provides detailed description of their current early learning legislation and policy that serve to anchor their commitment and work on behalf of Early Learning and Development programs. This includes their licensing regulation policy as well as their State Board of Education regulations related to prekindergarten programs. These include their Department of Education who developed their Early Learning Standards and the Office of Child Development and Early Learning that implements policies and procedures that guide the development of practices in Early Learning and Development Standards, Comprehensive Assessment Systems, Health Promotion Practices, Family Engagement Strategies, Development of Early Childhood Educators, Program Performance, Kindergarten Entry Inventory, and Effective Data Practices. 

(d) The applicant clearly understands and has considered the current status of their state in key areas that form the building blocks for a high quality early learning and development system. They provide detailed information including Early Learning and Development Standards, Comprehensive Assessment Systems, health promotion practices, family engagement strategies, and the development of Early Childhood Educators, Kindergarten Entry Assessments, and effective data practices. The applicant uses child outcomes data to support their reform agenda demonstrating a clear link to collecting data and applying it. It is also noted that they have adopted a statewide and system wide use of the Strengthening Families Framework to define their work with families across systems.

The applicant provides insight into the current status of their state with regards to Early Learning and Development via the required tables. These include Family Engagement Strategies, Workforce Credentialing and their alignment of Standards. Each captures where they are and support where they intend to go.

 

 

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

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

(a) The State of Pennsylvania has identified goals that are ambitious yet achievable based on their prior Early Learning and Development work within their existing systems and the connected networks they describe. Each goal aims at improving program quality, improving outcomes for Children with High Needs statewide, and closing the educational gaps between Children with High Needs and their peers. Within each of their stated 3 goals (Improving program quality, Improving outcomes for Children with High Needs statewide, and Closing the educational gaps between Children with High Needs and their peers), the applicant has described specific and measurable expectations that, based on their prior work in each area and their increased investments and planning are achievable. The explict identification of measurable outcomes are a noted strength that will enhance the applicant's ability to chart progress and alter course as needed to increase the likelihood of each goal being achieved.

(b) The applicant in their narrative and graphic present an overall summary of the State Plan known as Rising STARS  that clearly articulates how the High-Quality Plans proposed for each criterion independently and holistically, constitute an effective reform agenda that serve as a roadmap for their success. It is evident from the applicant's narrative, tables, and attention to detail that they clearly understand the importance of each of the 9 elements that comprise their Rising STARS agenda with regards to impact on the achievement of their 3 identified goals.

It is noteworthy that across the identified goals the applicant has detailed how these goals will be responsive to community identified needs. They further describe how these needs will be considered in the development of each project to maximize their effectiveness. This deliberate thinking about being responsive at the local level while accountable to statewide goals is a noted strength of this applicant's proposal. For example they describe their plan for 50 competitive Community Innovation Grants whereby local schools, programs, and families will design programming based on their identified needs and solutions.

(c) The applicant uses lessons learned from prior work, that impacts the Early Learning and Development programs and systems and uses these lessons, including a review of relevant current data to drive their proposed reform agenda. This data includes that which relates to Children with High Needs, Workforce Development Status; and their identified need for Kindergarten Entry Assessment data. Pennsylvania has chosen to address  (C)(1), (C)(2), and (C)(4); (D)(1) and (D)(2); (E)(1) and (E)(2); Their rationale for doing so includes consideration of their work to date in each area and the relevance of each to their overall reform agenda.

For example, (C) (1) will be used to build on their existing standards to make them more culturally relevant, vertically align them with newer K - 12 standards, and to deliberately embed them and make them more relevant to the Workforce. (C) (2) will allow the applicant to increase assessment consideration and relevancy of assessments for Children with High Needs; and (C) (4) will focus Family Engagement outreach within local communities and increase outreach to families with Children with High Needs. They will use this opportunity to strengthen outreach at the local community level through the implementation of Community Innovation Grants that they propose as part of their application for funding.

The applicant's selection of (D) (1) is driven by their notation of the many current users of their Workforce Registry and the applicant's understanding that it is essential to articulate a coordinated and clear communication to support consistent, clear information for early learning professionals. Focus area (D)(2) is selected with recognition of prior strong work in providing technical assistance and their desire to build upon this for increasing access in rural areas and for those serving Children with High Needs.

Focus areas of (E) (1) and (E) (2) each are selected based on prior work including the piloting of a Kindergarten Entry Assessment system (1) and a older system of data collection (2) in need of updating and coordination with Rising STARS goals and priorities. Throughout their application there are references to the pilot and prior work of each of these and how they will use these focus areas to build on each in ways that are consistent with their Rising STARS reform agenda.

 

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

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

a (1) The applicant, the State of Pennsylvania describes an existing strong and well-coordinated Early Learning and Development system with an effective governance structure that they state serves as a national model. As described this structure provides clearly-defined roles and responsibilities for the agencies and individuals in charge of leading Early Learning and Development efforts, articulates decision- making processes, and creates formal avenues through which Early Learning and Development programs, educators, and families can be involved in planning and implementing Early Learning and Development initiatives. This existing structure provides a solid foundation for implementing their reform agenda Rising STARS proposed within the application for  RTT-ELC funding. As described this project will be led by the Office of Child Development and Early Leaning (OCDEL) which represents a dual deputate of the Departments of Education and Public Welfare. The latter serves as the lead agency for their proposed project.

a (2) Further evidence is provided by the applicant in attached and detailed MOUs and throughout the application in various tables and applicant designed graphics. All required partners as well as several state specific relevant partners are visible throughout the proposal and their unique contributions and responsibilities are described. The applicant identifies 5 Participating State Agencies (OCDEL, Pennsylvania Department of Education, The Department of Public Welfare, The Department of Health, Commissions and Councils and the Pennsylvania Early Learning Council) and 2 broad based stakeholder groups (The State Interagency Coordinating Council and the Early Learning Investment Commission).

a (3) Signatures are provided from all contributing Participating State Agencies (PSA).  Five PSA are noted and 2 formalized stakeholder groups are identified. Table (A)(3)-2 includes a list of every Early Learning Intermediary Organization and local early learning council in the State and indicates which organizations and councils have submitted letters of intent or support. A copy of each letter of support from Early Learning Intermediary Organizations is provided by the applicant in Appendix C.

a (4) The applicant provides detailed information on when and how they will involve representatives from Participating Programs, Early Childhood Educators, or their representatives, parents and families - including parents and families of Children with High Needs, and other key stakeholders in the planning and implementation of the activities carried out under the grant. This is exemplified in their existing Early Learning Intermediary Organization and local early learning councils.

(b) The identified Participating State Agencies each have a strong history of commitment to existing Early Learning and Development programs and services and have been integral to the development of the reform agenda. (1) Their value as contributors and their commitment is consistently stated throughout the narrative and further confirmed upon review of the detailed and specific MOUs provided in the applicant's appendix. MOUs document terms and conditions that are aligned to Rising STARS and use of existing funds to support varied aspects of the current Early Learning and Development (ELD)  efforts. (2) Each MOU describes  "Scope-of-work"  each will implement and its connection or alignment with the proposed reform agenda is clear and intentional. (3)These also include signatures of the Authorized representatives from each PSA to confirm their intent.

(c) (1) (2)  The applicant has prioritized local and community involvement in the design and implementation of their reform agenda. Letters of support are provided to document the commitment of 19 contributing partners representative of many and varied stakeholders.  The applicant's Table A (3) identifies all contributors and their representative stakeholder group. These include Regional Education Service agencies and Child Care Information Service agencies among others.

	(A)(4) Developing a budget to implement and sustain the work
	15
	13

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The applicant provides budget detail and information that is clearly designed to meet the expectations stated within their State Plan.

(a) Within their narrative and budget the applicant details how existing funds will be used to support early learning and development as identified in the Rising STARS agenda. They identify the use of existing Federal, State, private, and local sources. Impressively, the applicant describes how varied existing sources will be leveraged within the 9 areas specific to their reform agenda. For example within their Family Engagement priority they will leverage private funders previously identified by the applicant; their proposed revisions for their Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS) will leverage CCDF funds; and some outcomes data collection system will make use of TANF specific to meeting the needs of High Needs Children. The direct connection of existing funds at federal, state, and local levels paired with key reform agenda priorities is especially well connected by this applicant.

(b) The applicant provides detailed and specific information in their budget tables and budget narrative that demonstrates their ability to use existing and proposed funding effectively and efficiently to achieve the priorities as described in their reform agenda. The applicant provides compelling detail regarding prior use of funding from multiple sources to achieve major milestones related to ELD. This prior experience offers a degree of confidence in their capacity to use RTT- ELC funding to achieve their proposed agenda, Rising STARS. (1) This prior experience and detailed tabled information supports the assumption that their budget is adequate to support the activities described in the State Plan. (2) This evidence also develops a degree of confidence that their estimated costs to achieve goals are informed and indeed adequate for getting the job done. (3) The applicant offers specific tables that clearly describe who contributes and for what, and in all cases, how much.

(c) The applicant provides an impressive plan and strong rationale for sustainability. By providing sufficient funding to complete the STARS (TQRIS) expansion and the Early Learning Outcomes Reporting project within the grant period, they plan for the state to maintain the systems through its current operating budget, without additional support. Their second strategy to ensure the sustainability for proposed initiatives is reallocation of existing resources to accomplish new goals. They plan to, at the end of the grant period, reallocate  funds to sustain and expand the work of Rising STARS early childhood initiative. Finally, they plan to build on the strong commitments and financial contributions of their stakeholder champions of early childhood education who understand and advocate for Pennsylvania’s Early Learning and Development efforts. The applicant is confident that these champions will significantly continue to contribute to support their Rising STARS agenda.

While the applicant states that through this plan their reform agenda will be cost neutral, further detail is needed to discern if this indeed will be the case. For example, the applicant states that they will reallocated funds to cover some of their proposed initiatives. It is not clear how these funds will indeed cover the expansions they are proposing. As some of their existing systems will be growing (TQRIS) it is unclear if existing funds they will shift will indeed be enough to make all elements "cost neutral."

 

 

 

 


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

  
The applicant, the state of Pennsylvania adopted in 2002 a statewide  Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System that is tiered and (a) (1)is based on their Early Learning and Development Standards. (2) A Comprehensive Assessment System, (3) Early Childhood Educator qualifications,(4) Family engagement strategies,(5) Health promotion practices, and (6) Effective data practices (though this is noted by the applicant as being somewhat limited). The applicant is aware of needed revisions and includes the revamping of their TQRIS as part of their reform agenda. An example of such revamping is described as assessing and improving how the standards address Children with High Needs and their families.
(b)The applicant provides evidence in their prior evaluation and review of their TQRIS that their current system is able to differentiate program quality and that the expectations are measurable.  Their system embeds the domains of development as recognized by national standards and best practices.                
(c) While the applicant states that their current system is linked to the State licensing system for Early Learning and Development Programs, they then suggest that as part of their revisions they will use licensing as the initial step in their TQRIS. This is stated as part of their proposed High-Quality Plan in this section. By doing this they state that Pennsylvania plans to change entry into Keystone STARS to be equivalent with child care licensing.  As it exists today the state's TQRIS differentiates program quality requirements across four domains (Staff Qualifications and Credentials, Learning Program, Partnerships with Family, and Community and Leadership and Management). While the applicant states that these levels are linked to child outcomes, they do not describe how this was or will be determined, nor do they identify measures used or to be used to back up this claim.


 

	(B)(2) Promoting participation in the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	14

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

(a) To maximize the use of the TQRIS by all ELDs the applicant proposes several new strategies to engage more ELD programs in the system. One such strategy they propose is using licensing as the first level and entry into TQRIS. They state that this will pull in additional programs and provide some specific benchmarks they hope to achieve that are achievable and will contribute to their overall goal of increased participation. Using this strategy will mandate that all (1) State-funded preschool programs;(2) Early Head Start and Head Start programs;(3) Early Learning and Development Programs funded under section 619 of Part B of IDEA and Part C of IDEA;(4) Early Learning and Development Programs funded under Title I of the ESEA; and (5) Early Learning and Development Programs receiving funds from the State's CCDF program will participate as each will, upon revised statewide policy, be licensed and in turn participate in TQRIS.

(b)  Rising Stars provides incentives to programs that serve Children with High Needs and also have achieved the highest STAR ratings of 3 or 4.  In 2013-14, state funding has been allocated to STARS that includes Head Start Supplemental Assistance and Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts that will enroll 16,825 additional Children with High Needs in high-quality preschool programs. As part of their reform agenda Rising STARS is intent on implementing effective policies and practices designed to help more families afford high-quality child care and maintain the supply of high-quality child care in areas with high concentrations of Children with High Needs. Additional proposed intentional strategies include maintaining or increasing subsidy reimbursement rates, taking actions to ensure affordable co-payments, and providing incentives to high-quality providers to participate in the subsidy program.

(c) The applicant has established their ambitious yet achievable targets for the numbers and percentages of Early Learning and Development Programs that will participate in the Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System by type of Early Learning and Development Program. Their plan demonstrates an intentional focus on increasing the participation of those programs serving Children with High Needs. Several strategies show promise in their targeted approach. One builds on a community driven business and state AEYC partnership and another is evidenced in their plan to revise their TQRIS to more appropriately identify quality in the 619 early intervention programs supported by the State's Bureau of Early Intervention Services and the Early Intervention Technical Assistance program. They plan for this to be incorporated into existing program verification tools.

	(B)(3) Rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs
	15
	12

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)The applicant has had a working TQRIS since 2002. (a) Their existing system for monitoring to  ensure an accountable system and promote continuous quality improvement of STARS is called STARS Designation. As described it is currently applied to both child care and Head Start programs participating in STARS. The applicant states that for the past four years, STARS Designation has been consistently validated and improved so that program ratings are trusted, reliable and useful to parents, educators and policymakers. STARS Designation enables Participating State Agency (PSA) to  help programs continuously improve, and enables them to  provide quality rating and licensing information to parents. While the applicant states that this process has been consistently validated and improved and some details are provided, further details are needed to discern the validity and integrity of this process. For example limited detail is provided related to the training of those monitoring beyond reliability on ECERS, the process that is used, or the frequency with which this training or supports is provided for the "Highly-trained STARS Designators.” Additionally, the tabled information the applicant provides information that indicate several home visits programs within their reform agenda. However, it is noted that they will not be included within the TQRIS nor are other quality indicators or measures indicated for these programs that specifically target Children with High Needs.
(b) The applicant states that they provide quality rating and licensing information to parents with children enrolled in Early Learning and Development programs in a variety of accessible, user-friendly, and easy to understand ways. The State’s goal in providing this information is to help families make informed decisions, based on program quality and to keep the families of children enrolled in the programs informed about the program’s quality and to further engage them in their child’s learning. Unique to Pennsylvania is the COMPASS website, which provides parents a wealth of information about Pennsylvania early childhood programs. Parents can search for quality-rated providers using a variety of search criteria including, but not limited to: program type, ages served, provider type, STARS rating, and access to transportation. Supplementing this system is the state's comprehensive resource and referral services offered at the local level through the local Child Care Information Services (CCIS) offices. This redundancy of information in multiple formats will widen the range of those accessing this information.
 

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides their history with regards to the TQRIS and (a) detail a strong plan to build on their system of incentives to encourage increased  participation of ELD. Incentives and supports include the provision of Workforce Development supports that are explicitly designed to be aligned with the standards as defined in their TQRIS. Incentives are provided based on increased ratings to ELD programs. Based on prior technical assistance the applicant states that 49 percent of participating programs moved up one star in their rating, indicating a positive impact on moving quality forward for those programs who accessed the technical assistance. The applicant provides an impressive coaching model by which they work with one star programs with the goal of moving to a 3 or 4 star. This intensity of effort offered to those with the greatest need will likely yield measurable progression and increased number of programs in the upper tiers.

 (a) Throughout the applicant's proposal they describe a variety of supports and strategies to promote and incentivise TQRIS participation and progression indicative of higher quality. One noted aspect of these supports is that of offering access to health care coverage for ELD to increase staff retention. This pragmatic incentive augments the more typical ones of financial assistance for equipment and additional education.The goal is to offer both incentives and assistance focused on continuous quality improvement and movement up the STARS ranking. 

(b) A variety of strategies are described that support families with access to high quality programs which in turn is assumed useful to those parents/families of High Needs Children. The applicant describes additional supports with "value added" incentives and targets to increase access as well. While this is addressed somewhat by the financial incentives they will provide to families placing children in higher quality programs,it is uncertain if it is enough to reach their ambitious goals in this target area. More information specific to how parents will be made aware of these incentives either by the provider or CCDF related supports is needed.

The applicant describes a process by which they will provide families with information related to access of high quality programs. Additionally,they describe how families can receive licensing and certification information from Regional OCDEL via a toll-free number. The applicant states they will investigate the use of social media to reach more families. These represent outreach that will inform families in general. More specific outreach to those families with High Needs Children is not detailed.

(c) The applicant has set their state specific ambitious targets for increasing including an increase (1) in the number of Early Learning and Development Programs in the top tiers of the Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System with a noted increase overall in ELD programs entered into the system; and (2) goals to increase the number and percentage of Children with High Needs who are enrolled in Early Learning and Development Programs that are in the top tiers of the Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System. Strong and multiple strategies are noted with regards to increases in the participation of ELD in the TQRIS, less strong are the strategies presented to increase the provision of services to Children with High Needs in programs rated at the highest levels. Given the noted increases being dependent on Head Start participation, additional information related to how this will be facilitated is needed.

 

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)The applicant has a historical commitment to evaluation of their TQRIS. They site ongoing independent evaluations conducted as part of a multi-state project. This report, Demonstrating Quality: Pennsylvania STARS 2010 Program Report was intended as a tool for researchers and states developing similar systems. A shorter summary was published for parents and the general public. The 2010 report built on findings from the previous evaluations and identified the specific programmatic enhancements Pennsylvania made to STARS in response to concerns identified in those previous evaluations. This evidence demonstrates a strong commitment to commissioning evaluation and most importantly using it. The evaluations were  conducted by the University of Pittsburgh’s Office of Child Development in October 2003, December 2004, and December 2006 following the first, second, and fourth year of STARS implementation. These independent evaluation studies examined the fidelity of STARS implementation, the impact STARS TQRIS had on individual program quality, and the impact the system had on families and child outcomes. The studies reported on the program’s performance, progression, and important next steps for the program. 
 

The resulting summary report, Demonstrating Quality: Pennsylvania STARS 2010 Program Report, serves as a tool for researchers and states developing similar systems. Impressively a companion, shorter summary was published for parents and the general public to link evaluations and the resulting  programmatic enhancements Pennsylvania made to STARS in response to concerns identified in those previous evaluations. 

(b) While the state has been committed to evaluation they have identified as an important next step to use evaluation to link the quality levels to child outcomes. Further they describe the following as key research questions they will pursue via RTT-ELC and consider themselves as uniquely positioned to address this research gap. They plan to rigorously assess the extent to which program participation in the STARS system has a significant, measurable effect on child outcomes, by examining the following:

· whether the tiers defined in the STARS Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System accurately and meaningfully reflect differential levels of program quality, and  

· whether these differential levels of quality are directly related to child outcomes.  

These evaluation questions, and the resulting evaluation informed answers, are consistent to support what the State intends to achieve in their TQRIS implementation.



 


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 state of Pennsylvania  has developed within their Rising STARS reform agenda, a High-Quality Plan to maximize the intentional and meaningful use of their revised and updated Early Learning and Development Standards to insure  they are used broadly statewide by Early Learning and Development Programs.
 

(a) Pennsylvania’s standards are research-based according to age and development and form the foundation for curriculum, assessment, instruction and intervention within early care and education programs. While current standards address the developmental needs across domains and age groups in ways that are developmentally, culturally, and linguistically appropriate the applicant notes they plan to (b) revise existing standards to further ensure vertical alignments with Common Core K - 12 standards and to ensure the unique challenges of Children with High Needs are integral to the Standards. These plans include, but are not limited to, K-3 Standards related to literacy and mathematics. Evidence of this is provided in their narrative and their existing standards.
 

Additional revisions will address two identified gaps:
1)  Infant and Toddler standards will be revised to reflect language appropriate for all early care and education programs (home-visiting, early intervention, limited English proficiency). This work will include refinement of the Partnerships for Learning (family engagement) standard.
2) Executive Function Skill Standards exist for pre-kindergarten and kindergarten and will be developed for Grades 1 and 2 and embedded into their Standards Aligned System (SAS) portal. 
 

These revisions will have an intentional focus on relevancy for Children with High Needs, specifically those with diagnosed disabilities. As they describe as part of their revision process that the Bureau of Early Intervention Services will partner with the Bureau of Early Learning Services to work with practitioners to ensure more intentional inclusion of standards on both IFSP and IEP goals. This will in turn offer them opportunities for the sharing of standards-linked goals with families of children with high needs. Additionally this will educate families on developmental benchmarks and expectations for children in Pennsylvania. The applicant proposes a plan to further improve their Standards by conducting the Pennsylvania Early Learning Standards Validation Study in 2015. This has the potential to impact the relevancy and impact of their Early Learning Standards.
 

(c) The applicant provides strong evidence that their Early Learning and Development Standards are comprehensive and support state priorities. To validate the alignment of the standards and to inform future improvements, Pennsylvania commissioned an alignment study in 2009. Drs. Sharon Lynn Kagan and Catherine Scott-Little, nationally-recognized experts in Early Learning and Development reviewed the degree of alignment between Pennsylvania’s Learning Standards for Early Childhood and the early grades of the state’s K-12 system. This comprehensive analysis concluded that these standards are cohesive  and relevant from birth through second grade.
 


(d) While the applicant provides strong evidence of their support to promote understanding of the Early Learning and Development Standard among the Workforce, parent and family strategies are somewhat looser and dependent on program specific objectives rather than offering a broader linkage to these for families. For example, while some statewide efforts are noted, there is insufficient detail related to the coordination of these parent strategies. The applicant describes some marketing tools that will be developed. Specifics related to how the use of these tools will be coordinated throughout the state as well as who will disseminate them is not provided.
 

 

	(C)(2) Supporting effective uses of Comprehensive Assessment Systems
	20
	18

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant, the State of Pennsylvania provides a High-Quality Plan that includes activities and anticipated outcome/timelines to support the effective implementation of developmentally appropriate Comprehensive Assessment Systems.

(a) The applicant plans to work with Early Learning and Development Programs to select assessment instruments and approaches that are appropriate for the target populations and purposes. It is the applicant's intent to move from a single assessment to allowing for selection of an assessment from an approved assessment list. This shift demonstrates the state's ability to be responsive to the needs of the varied ELD programs. Each selection is paired with all of the training and additional supports required to be success in its implementation. While they do not identify the assessment instruments as this has not yet been determined, they state that there will be a provision for teacher training in whatever assessments are selected.

(b) The applicant plans to work with Early Learning and Development Programs to strengthen Early Childhood Educators' understanding of the purposes and uses of each type of assessment included in the Comprehensive Assessment Systems. Strategies are noted in (d) as the applicant notes their plans to train the Workforce in appropriate and valid use of all instruments.

(c) The applicant articulates an approach for aligning and integrating assessments and sharing assessment results specifically with parents/families as key to their family engagement strategy. They will avoid duplication of assessments through the coordination of services for Children with High Needs who are served by multiple Early Learning and Development Programs. Further integration will occur as refinements are made to their data collection systems. All proposed activities and timelines are clearly identified in their activity table and match their stated objectives.

(d) The applicant is committed to providing the training required so that Early Childhood Educators are confident in their ability to appropriately administer assessments and interpret and use assessment data to improve instruction, programs, and services.The applicant notes that they will tap into existing training provided by assessment companies.

(e) The applicant describes the guidelines and procedures for sharing assessment data and results with parents, involving them in decisions about their children’s care and education. They state that this will be facilitated through maximizing the use and understanding of their data collection and reporting system. They will target the ECE Community Innovation Zones to ensure the needs of many of Pennsylvania’s Children with High Needs are immediately a part of this process. However the applicant does not describe how this process of data sharing with parents will be integrated throughout the entire state.

 

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

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant understands that all early learning professionals need support and training to increase their capacity to meet the needs of all families. They state that their overarching goal for family engagement is to support strong partnerships between families and communities. They have developed a High-Quality Plan to achieve this with specific strategies to ensure they will provide culturally and linguistically appropriate information and support to families of Children with High Needs in order to promote school readiness for their children.

(a) While the applicant presents a strong and community connected plan for increasing their family engagement to support school readiness, more detail is needed specific to the culturally and linguistically appropriate aspect of their standards for family engagement across the levels of its Program Standards. For example they do not describe specific outreach they may use to engage families of Children with High Needs that may have a home language other than English or have low literacy skills.

(b) While the applicant provides some strong evidence of their existing family engagement training strategies via their commitment to use of the Strengthening Families model, they do not connect this with their plans for increasing the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators trained and supported on an ongoing basis to implement the family engagement strategies. The applicant describes plans to further embed their family engagement strategies within their Program Standards and state that this will be part of their proposed revision process. However, more detail is needed to describe how they plan to build capacity within ECE via ongoing training.

(c) The applicant describes how they are currently leveraging existing resources. They describe a current pilot project that integrates the research based strategies identified and through self-assessment guides communities to identify strengths and gaps. They state that this pilot will yield results as of 2014 that they will then use in their revision of Program Standards. This process utilizes existing program resources and builds in local input. The selected and cross walked framework include:  Strengthening Families Protective Factors Framework; Head Start Parent, Family and Community Engagement Framework and the Parent Teacher Association National Standards for Family, School, Partnership. It is a noted strength that they have used guidance and input from stakeholders to create, "The Pennsylvania Family Engagement Crosswalk," which illustrates the connections between these frameworks and their current Early Learning Program Partnership Standards.

 

 

 
 


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: 

(a) Pennsylvania has had a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework for more than 10 years that has continually been revised. The most recent iteration was rolled out at the end of October 2013. They describe their process represents an extensive multi-year endeavor to align the competencies with existing state and national standards. They note that the latest revisions more fully describe competence related to family engagement, cultural diversity, inclusive practices, and positive social-emotional development. Their intent is to raise the bar for knowledge, skills, and abilities of all educators to effectively use data to guide instruction and improve programs for diverse learners. As an added feature to round out application of these competencies, Pennsylvania includes specific competencies for administrators and directors across all knowledge areas. Additionally and based on stakeholder input they have included an innovative self-assesssment and professional development plan for early childhood practitioners that is aligned to the competencies.
(b) The applicant has developed a guide to specify a common, statewide progression of credentials and degrees that is aligned with their revised Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. Through stakeholder involvement Pennsylvania has demonstrated their commitment to establishing Workforce Knowledge and Competency tools that can be applied to the diverse Workforce represented in the early childhood field. Aptly named, the state’s Pennsylvania Keys to Professional Development is a comprehensive career development system grounded in national frameworks and includes the  core elements of core knowledge; access and outreach; qualifications, credentials, and pathways. Their evidence supports that these core elements serve to ensuring cross-sector planning and delivery, a primary goal of their work in this area. While Pennsylvania has developed a pathway to structure their career lattice, it is guided with the knowledge that for many this is not a linear process. With that understanding it has been developed with some flexibility and most notably they have integrated some educational experiences that are tertiary to the early childhood field but add to the comprehensive array of services early childhood professionals provide. Pennsylvania uses these foundational competency tools to support all Workforce Development at all levels. They have developed a unique array of opportunities they refer to as, The Gate Opener Initiative. This initiative supports nontraditional students working in the early childhood field to expand their education and uses multiple strategies such as funding and mentors to encourage them to do so.
(c) The applicant engages postsecondary institutions and other professional development providers in aligning professional development opportunities with the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. While the applicant describes progress in this area it is their planned forward steps that they describe as having great potential for impact. Specifically the work they intend to do will strengthen the infant toddler workforce. In fact, they state an intent to create several new credentials to enhance their career pathway and the workforce overall. These include a: Infant/Toddler Credential, Technical Assistant Consultant Certificate and Credential, and Peer Mentor Certificate.  It will also add significantly to the field by developing specific Home Visiting competencies that will be fully developed and integrated into their Workforce Registry. They state that they will explore expanding Alternative Pathways for progressing along the Career Lattice. Given the diversity of the early childhood workforce this strategy is an interesting approach to recognizing the value of the varied levels of experience represented in the workforce.
 
 

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	18

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides a High Quality Plan that includes goals, activities, timeline, and milestones. The plan is clearly designed to improve the effectiveness and retention of Early Childhood Educators who work with Children with High Needs. Improving child outcomes is at the center of their High Quality Plan.
a) The applicant provides evidence that their plan has been informed by strong research and fully aligned with their own Workforce Core Knowledge and Core Competencies (CKCC) as well as other key State documents. This intentional and clear alignment serves to demonstrate the full integration of the statewide efforts to offer consistent standards based information to the workforce. Upon review and as stated by the applicant their CKCC include their Learning and Development Standards and their Comprehensive Assessment Systems. Additionally child development, health, and culturally and linguistically appropriate strategies for working with families are integral to their CKCC.The applicant describes some innovative ways they have systemized the further the knowledge base of the workforce and to increase their professional development. It is clear that the State has prioritized this. The applicant describes an increased investment in technology in an effort to connect the workforce with increased opportunties to their professional development. They have invested in a learning platform, the Learning Management System, and are exploring bringing broadband to rural areas. 
(b) One impressive policy they have implemented is within their Teacher Certification. Beginning January 1, 2011, all teacher education programs in Pennsylvania were required to include nine credits or 270 hours of instruction and field experience in accommodations and adaptations for students with disabilities in an inclusive setting, including instruction in literacy skills development and cognitive skill development for students with disabilities. At least three credits or 90 additional hours must address the instructional needs of English language learners. This policy ensures that early learning educators receiving PreK-4 Teacher Certification in Pennsylvania are all receiving a basic level of skill in teaching Children with High Needs. While the applicant describes a number of financial incentives including tuition coverage, there is no mention of related incentives to support mentoring or coaching.
(c) The applicant will use their existing system for data collection and aggregation of data related to their Early Childhood Workforce. Through the expansion of number of workforce members entering data will have a more complete snapshot of the impact they are making and the progression of the workforce. The state reports aggregated data related to their Early Childhood Workforce through OCDEL Annual Report, the Pennsylvania PreK Counts Annual Report, annual Regional Key Reports to the Community, and Regional Key newsletters.
(d) Given the applicant’s description of their existing system to collect data as noted above (c), it seems reasonable and achievable that they will be able to meet their targets through the expansions proposed. They have provided relevant strategies to increase their data through increasing those who will be entering the system.
(1) They propose that they will be increasing the number of postsecondary institutions and professional development providers that have programs that are aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. Additionally they will increase the number of Early Childhood Educators who receive credentials from postsecondary institutions and who receive professional development from providers that fully align their professional development to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. The applicant notes that currently all Institutes of Higher Education fully integrate the CKCC in their coursework and degree expectations; however, they do not describe a process by which  including the updated CKCC will occur.
(2) Given the applicants intent to support the workforce and the incentives described, their targets appear reasonable and will indeed increase the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators who are progressing to higher levels of credentials that align with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides a strong and informed  High-Quality Plan to implement, independently  a common, statewide Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) that informs instruction and services in the early elementary grades.

(a) Their plan is aligned with the State's Early Learning and Development Standards and covers all Essential Domains of School Readiness. The applicant has been piloting their (KEA) for three years and they clearly have used information garned from this process to guide where they intend to go.

(b) Their pilot KEA which the applicant names as Kindergarten Entry Information (KEI)  and subsequent evaluations confirm that it is 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. For example they state that at  the end of their current pilot, teachers and administrators will be involved in an extensive feedback sharing session that will help to determine how to attain teacher buy-in for a statewide roll out in 2014. Incentivizing strategies will be part of the feedback sharing. Upon piloting they will expand their evaluation to include additional validity of their KEA for all settings and children.

(c) The applicant details their intent to fully implement their KEA by 2016. Given their accelerated pathway created by their pilot this is highly likely to be successful. It is notable that the applicant intends to rally  support and develop rapport with Parent Teacher Associations and teacher unions across the state. The state's Office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL) is participating in all webinars and professional development relating to development, use, and lessons learned from other states. It is the intent of OCDEL  to reach out to states that have a strong history in Kindergarten Entry Assessment implementation in an effort to learn from their mistakes and triumphs.

The applicant will further use lessons learned to complete technical and functional enhancements for high-priority system enhancements to the data system. This includes linkages to materials and resources found on Pennsylvania’s Standards Aligned System (SAS) portal. They state and intent to produce materials that can be used in the kindergarten classroom to support the implementation of the KEA. To do so they will design training programs including computer-based training and other self- service modules that will include a blend of classroom and/or live training. Further strengthening their plan they will create a family engagement component to better inform parents about their children’s status and involve them in decisions about their children’s education. As part of this process they will  collect information from parents about their children’s early childhood experiences. This is an impressive approach to a full and strong KEA system.


(d) The applicant describes their existing abilities to collect data through two statewide systems. These systems are accessible to all stakeholders .They can view aggregate data for children who have formerly attended their early learning programs. The system provides options to display KEA proficiencies for children in kindergarten, statewide  and data for children completing grade three. They can view the percent of population with IEPs for children from kindergarten through grade three, and view grade retention information for children from kindergarten through grade three. These reports strongly support the use of data by providers so they are able  to make comparisons at the program, school district, county and state levels. Users are able to view information by Lead Agency and Location and make comparisons to data at the school district, county and state level. The applicant describes that users currently have this access available and thus will be expanded by pulling more programs into the system to enter relevant data.

(e) The applicant, the State of Pennsylvania has already developed and implemented the KEI which is available at no cost to school districts today. They further describe in their High-Quality Plan that RTT-ELC funding will be used as one-time opportunity used for development or deployment of the system. These funds will be used to focus on training and other one-time investments to build capacity within the school districts to use the KEI as well as for validation and to improve reporting capacities. They propose only using 4% of total RTT- ELC funds, and narratively describe and provide tabled evidence of their use of existing federal and state funds to  support the on-going  system and maintenance costs.

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

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant, the State of Pennsylvania has developed a comprehensive High Quality Plan to build on their existing Statewide Longitudinal Data System to serve early learning programs through coordination with existing data collections systems and with their K - 12 data collection. Their plan includes the identification of key tasks and activities paired with timelines and milestones.

(b) While the applicant provides information related to their existing capacity that enables uniform data collection and easy entry of the Essential Data Elements by Participating State Agencies and Participating Programs; Pennsylvania proposes to develop and share new tools for families, teachers, community leaders, and policy-makers. Pennsylvania will not expand the collection of child data fields and in accordance with the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act will not collect personal family data in the implementation of this Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge grant. This awareness and emphasis is noted as strong and supportive. With this in mind their intent is to develop tools that will convert raw data to timely and actionable information that promotes kindergarten readiness and positive outcomes for children, especially children with high needs. This is consistent with the intent of this funding.

As described the current early childhood data system known as PELICAN is the result of ten years of implementation and integration. As such it fully (c) facilitates the exchange of data among Participating State Agencies by using standard data structures, data formats, and data definitions such as Common Education Data Standards to ensure interoperability among the various levels and types of data. Further, it currently (d) generates information that is timely, relevant, accessible, and easy for Early Learning and Development Programs and Early Childhood Educators to use for continuous improvement and decision making and to share with parents and other community stakeholders; and fully (e) meets the Data System Oversight Requirements and complies with the requirements of Federal, State, and local privacy laws. The applicant proposes enhancements that are sure to broaden the use of their data system and ensure greater understanding of its use and applications.

 


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: 

Priority 2 is designed to increase the number of children from birth to kindergarten entry who are participating in programs that are governed by the State’s licensing system and quality standards, with the goal that all licensed or State-regulated programs will participate. The applicant provides their strategy to do so in the following manner.

(a) Currently Pennsylvania has a licensing and 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. In Pennsylvania the current licensing requirements apply to programs serving more than three unrelated children for a fee. The unregulated providers serving three or fewer unrelated children have an opportunity in the current system to register as a provider in order to receive subsidized child care reimbursements through Pennsylvania’s Child Care Works (CCW).   As part of the state’s High-Quality Plan, Pennsylvania will implement a plan to monitor and inspect all registered child care providers serving two or more unrelated children receiving Child Care Works funds by June 30, 2017. Integral to the success of this ambitious goal is their intent to investigate differentiated monitoring. Differentiation will acknowledge unique ELD programs and develop processes that will maximize monitoring opportunities specific to setting. To facilitate this, during 2014, they  will convene representatives from the Pennsylvania Key, Regional Keys, the Department of Health, Office of Food and Nutrition and the Bureaus of Early Intervention, Child Care Certification and Subsidy. The intent of the meetings is to develop understanding of each program’s monitoring requirements and to look at opportunities for cross system/department monitoring opportunities. This is noted as a strong strategy that builds on existing resources to bring these programs into the monitoring realm previously not applicable to these providers.

(b)  As noted in section B of this report, Pennsylvania has a strong and explict High Quality Plan by which they will likely have all licensed and state-regulated Early Learning and Development Programs participating in their Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System.

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

	

	Competitive Priority 4: Creating Preschool through Third Grade Approaches to Sustain Improved Early Learning Outcomes through the Early Elementary Grades
	10
	8

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

Pennsylvania addresses Competitive Priority 4 in a compelling, innovative, and informed way that builds upon their High-Quality Plan  and is integral to their Rising STARS agenda. Most impressively their plans, activities related to (a) actions related to the State’s kindergarten-through-third-grade standards and their alignment  with the State’s Early Learning and Development Standards across all Essential Domains of School Readiness. This is noted consistently throughout their narrative as a significant enhancement to support achieving their overall goals of greater child outcomes with an emphasis on those Children with High Needs.

(b) Throughout the applicant's State Plan and reform agenda enhancements to exisiting systems and protocols are noted. They describe how they will align Strengthening Families and the Head Start Family Engagement Framework. However, additional information is needed regarding the strategies they will use to offer family support and build their capacity to address the identified needs in any/all domains of all children and all families including those with High Needs.

(c) As part of the Rising STARS work the applicant describes current and future strategies for implementing teacher preparation and professional development programs and strategies that meet child and family needs and to promote optimal health and development.

(d) The applicant describes their plans for annual Governor's Institutes that will serve as across Early Learning and Development Programs and elementary schools. Using this innovative approach they will develop cohorts at the community level to support and improve all transitions for children across the birth through third grade continuum. While this strategy is well informed additional strategies are needed to more fully support transitions for all children pre k through third grade statewide.

(e) Pennsylvania has a strong, linked data system that will be enhanced statewide with the universally entered Kindergarten Entry Assessment data. Currently this approach is being piloted. This universal enhancement will assist stakeholders to monitor the status of children’s learning and development from preschool through third grade. The state has a strong plan to develop relevant and user friendly tools such as brochures and website information to inform families and support student success in the early elementary grades. They feel with a degree of confidence that this, when combined with other aspects of their Rising STARS agenda, will (f) lead to increases in the percentage of children who are able to read and do mathematics at grade level by the end of the third grade.

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

(a) The applicant describes a recent study conducted by the state to identify geographic locations with the most dismal student outcomes. The study found that  30 of the 48 rural counties fall within the High and Moderate risk. Further the applicant has identified specific rural county challenges. These include: Low levels of access to community supports; multiple family risk factors; a noted lack of link between early care and education and schools; and few opportunities for high-quality early care and education.  It is the intent of the applicant to use strategies noted in their Rising STARS agenda to target rural  areas specifically and as such they have identified measurable targets expected in these rural areas.

(b) Given their worthy strategies as described throughout their proposal, and a targeted and measurable outreach to these rural counties, the applicant does have a strong likelihood to transform and improve access and outcomes in rural counties. This is exemplified in their proposed Early Childhood Community Innovation Zones. In these zones the applicant describes comprehensive and targeted supports to impact education and opportunity gaps. They describe how they will directly link families to health insurance to ensure healthy children; link familes to transportation to overcome transportation barriers noted in rural areas, and create parent blogs, hubs for resources, and other aligned supports to strengthen family engagement with their local education entities.It is noted that each of these supports are connected through the use of the Strengthening Families framework.


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant, the State of Pennsylvania presents a strong, cohesive and informed, multi faceted and well coordinated plan to improve the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs. Their plan is informed by extensive research and prior success in integrating and aligning resources, including their Early Learning Standards, Workforce Core Knowledge and Core Competencies, as well as legislative and regulatory policies across agency boundaries to achieve common goals. Within their proposal they consistently and broadly demonstrate their commitment. They strategically apply existing resources to their proposed strategies and activities to Children with High Needs. These activities consider the needs of the workforce to impact their proposed Rising STARS agenda. Measurable targets and outcomes are clearly and specifically identified within each of the nine areas of their Rising STARS action plans for reform.  Clearly the applicant has a focus on improved outcomes and they have addressed all criteria needed to prepare  all children in their state for kindergarten success.

Given the depth and intent of the applicant's proposal it has fully met the Absolute Priority -- Promoting School Readiness for Children with High Needs.

	Total
	315
	290
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