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Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1001VT-1 for Vermont, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The state has substantially demonstrated past commitment to the investment in high-quality, accessible Early Learning and Development Programs (ELDP) and services for Children with High Needs.  
(a) Financial investment, from five years ago to the present, in Early Learning and Development Programs, including the amount of these investments in relation to the size of the State's population of Children with High Needs during this time period.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows:
· Table (A)(1)-4 provides historical data on funding for Early Learning and Development.  Though there is no supplemental state spending on Early Head Start and Head Start, data show an increasing investment in most of the programs from 2009 - 2013 with the exception of "Other State Contributions" for Early Education Initiative Grants and Other (not specified).  These two streams show significant reductions which impacts the overall funding levels from 2009 to 2013.  These reductions, therefore show approximately $1M less in Total State Contributions since 2009 overall with a significant reduction overall since 2012.  TANF spending is slightly reduced from 2009 levels.  It is unclear whether State-funded preschool data is included in the overall calculations or not as this line item shows that "Data not available."  There was no footnote about this item and whether this omission impacted total spending calculations. 

· The narrative states that there is a 9% increase since 2009 in overall spending for children. 

(b)  The state's record of increasing, from the previous five years to the present, the number of Children with High Needs participating in Early Learning and Development Programs is partially evident.  The evidence for this criterion follows:
· Table (A)(1)-5 provides historical data on the participation of Children with High Needs in Early Learning and Development Programs in the state.    Most programs appear to have served slightly higher numbers of children since 2009 with the exception of Head Start.  The category described as "other" provided no further description to understand what services this represented and data were not available for 2013 (with no clarifying footnote).  Without these data, an accurate comparison is not possible. 

(c) Existing early learning and development legislation, policies, or practices was provided showing that the state has been engaged in responding to the needs of its children for the past 20 years.  The evidence for this criterion follows:
· Table 2 provides a summary of VT Legislation, Policies and Practices that Support ELD 

· The state's ranking in the 2013 Kids Count Data Book show that Vermont ranks 2nd among the 50 states in the overall well-being of its children. 

(d) Current status in key areas that form the building blocks for a high quality early learning and development system shows that the state has made some progress, but more work is needed in order to shore up a strong foundation for children.  Evidence for this criterion follows:
· Table (A)(1)-6:  The State's Early Learning and Development Standards address the essential domains for preschoolers.   However, the standards for children from Birth to Grade 3 are under development.  A draft of the new standards are contained in the appendix. 

· Table (A)(1)-7:  The elements of a Comprehensive Assessment System show that they are in place for some programs with significant gaps for others.  Licensing is not included in the assessment system at this time. 

· Table (A)(1)-8:  The elements of high-quality health promotion practices currently required within the state show that most are present within the programs with some gaps, particularly in the area of health literacy.  It appears that programs receiving CCDF funds are not required to perform developmental, behavioral and sensory screenings, referral and follow-up.  State licensing shows that none of the elements are present. 

· Table (A))1)-9: Elements of a high-quality family engagement strategy currently required within the state shows that there are requirements in specific programs to varying degrees.   

· Table (A)(1)-10 and 11: Status of all early learning and development workforce credentials currently available in the state shows that there are several levels of credentials and that they are aligned with the workforce knowledge and competency frameworks. The institutions of higher learning associated with the credentials shows wide participation aligned with the core knowledge and competencies. 

· Table (A)(1)-12: The current status of the State's Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) shows that the essential domains of school readiness are included.  However, the KEA has no evidence to support its reliability and validity.  Moreover, the evidence is lacking for validity and reliability for English learners and Children with Disabilities.  The KEA is not linked to a Statewide Longitudinal Data System which is not yet built. 

· Table (A)(1)-13: The profile of all learning and development systems currently used in the state shows that there are gaps for some programs as related to the essential data elements by programs.  This assessment should aid the state in making the necessary adjustments to ensure the state's approach is comprehensive and inclusive of all programs. 

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	18

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state presents a comprehensive early learning and development reform agenda that is ambitious and achievable and builds on the State’s progress to date.

(a)  The goals for improving program quality, improving outcomes for Children with High Needs statewide, and closing the educational gaps between Children with High Needs and their peers are identified in the plan and goals are ambitious and achievable.  Evidence supporting this criterion is below:

· The state developed their plan around four overarching goals as identified in the narrative.  These goals frame the specific activities and strategies planned during the RTT-ELC grant period. 

· The state identifies specific goals whereby baselines are used to set annual benchmarks for accomplishment. 

(b)  An overall summary of the State Plan fails to show how the High-Quality Plans proposed under each selection criterion, when taken together, constitute an effective reform agenda that establishes a clear and credible path toward achieving these goals.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows:

· The overarching goals were specified and includes:  1) Capitalize on the broad and deep professional linkages and relationships in a small, rural state to maximize service reach and effectiveness, and the efficient and effective implementation of the State Plan;  2) Invest in people through expanded personal and professional development to drive effectiveness and where needed, change; 3) Improve standards, assessment and data integration to drive increased program quality and improvement, and; 4) Expand supports and services to improve outcomes for children in our highest need rural areas.  The activities and processes proposed under each of these goals were appropriate in demonstrating that these goals and activities will achieve improved outcomes for Children with High Needs in Vermont.  

(c)  A specific rationale that justifies the State’s choice to address the selected criteria in each Focused Investment Area (C), (D), and (E) are presented and include why these selected criteria will best achieve these goals; however, a weakness is noted in that sufficient detail is inadequate in understanding why these choices are made.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows:

· The state provides a brief paragraph for each of the areas of focus and explains why these areas were chosen.  The rationale appears to be sound, but lacks the level of depth to fully understand how the focus on these criteria will achieve the overall goals. 

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

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State presents a High-Quality Plan to establish strong participation in and commitment to the State Plan by Participating State Agencies and other early learning and development stakeholders as follows:

(a) VT provides a comprehensive description of their governance structure.  The plan shows how the Participating State Agencies' governance structure for working together facilitates interagency coordination, streamlines decision making, allocates resources, and plans to create long-term sustainability.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows: 

(1) The organizational structure for managing the grant is provided in A3a1: Organizational structure.  The structure shows that the RTT-ELC is managed under the Governor's Office with a State Management Team.  The Agency of Human Services will provide fiscal management.  Participating state agencies are identified under the State Management Team by each of the participating state agencies.  Community partners are shown to have a direct link to the participating state agencies and thus, the RTT State Management Team.  Building Bright Futures (BBF) as a participating agency is incorporated into the structure and will serve as the State Advisory Council.  Core community partners are identified generally as well as other community partners.  The other community partners include broad roles and the specific entities are not identified in this description.  

(2) The governance-related roles and responsibilities of the Lead Agency, the State Advisory Council on Early Childhood Education and Care, each Participating State Agency, and other partners is described in A3a2:  Governance-related roles and responsibilities.  The Building Bright Futures (BBF) agency will serve as a major conduit to the oversight and delivery of services under the plan.  They do not provide services directly, but work with 12 regional early childhood councils to monitor and improve local systems of service delivery.  Funding will be allocated under RTT to strengthen their role and capacity.  The State Coordinating Council for IDEA Part C participates on the BBF State Advisory Council.

(3) The method and process for making different types of decisions (e.g., policy, operational) and resolving disputes is briefly described in A3a3:   Operational decisions will be made by the appropriate agency and disputes will be discussed and resolved by the Management Team.  Unresolved disputes will be vetted through the Governor's Office as the lead agency.  

(4) The plan for when and how the State will involve representatives from Participating Programs, Early Childhood Educators, or their representatives, parents and families, including 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 is described in A3a4 and Table (A)(3)-1.  The small population in Vermont is viewed as an asset with regard to involving stakeholders.  The Building Bright Future (BBF) regional councils have a statutory responsibility for oversight of Vermont's Early Learning and Development (ELD) programs.  These councils will facilitate community involvement through both technology, public conference calls and in person meetings.   

(b) VT demonstrates that the Participating State Agencies are strongly committed to the State Plan, to the governance structure of the grant, and to effective implementation of the State Plan. The evidence is below:

(1) Each state agency has agreed to participate in the VT ELC State Plan as indicated by a table describing the selection criteria, participating party and type of participation required under the grant.  Each of the agreements are signed by the Governor and the authorized representative from the state agency and the Secretary for the Agency of Human Services.  Terms and conditions that reflect a strong commitment to the State Plan by each Participating State Agency, including terms and conditions designed to align and leverage the Participating State Agencies' existing funding.

(2) "Scope-of-work" descriptions that require each Participating State Agency to implement all applicable portions of the State Plan were contained in the agreements in a table with the specific responsibilities cross-referenced by sections in the grant application.  

(3) A signature from an authorized representative of each Participating State Agency was evident in the agreements submitted.

(c) The state has demonstrated commitment to the State Plan from a broad group of stakeholders that will assist the State in reaching the ambitious yet achievable goals outlined in response to selection criterion (A)(2)(a); however, a weakness noted is that no letters from private or faith-based providers are included in the application and it appears that many of the letters are very similar in content. The evidence supporting this criterion is below:

(1) Letters of intent or support from Early Learning Intermediary Organizations and local early learning councils.  These were included in the application and included 21 letters from intermediary organizations. The letters are very similar in content in support of the grant application which is considered a weakness.

(2) Letters of intent or support from other stakeholders were submitted by 36 other entities / organizations.  Letters from representatives from private and faith-based providers were not provided which is considered a weakness.  

	(A)(4) Developing a budget to implement and sustain the work
	15
	9

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)  VT sufficiently demonstrates how the state will use existing funds that support early learning and development from Federal, State, private, and local sources.  The evidence follows:

· CCDF funds were increased during the ARRA funding period and those increases were maintained for subsidies.  The Agency for Education has committed to providing $400,000 for communities that want to create or expand their publicly funded Pre-K program.  An additional $400,000 is being provided by the Vermont Community Preschool.  Head Start and Early Head Start support is referenced, but no detail is provided with regard to the financial commitment.  Title I, Part B and Part C funds are also referenced and continue to be used to serve their targeted populations.   

· The State Longitudinal Data System (SLDS) will become fully operational by 2016 and will be supported, in part, by funding under this grant.  Strengthening Families direct service grants totaling $1M will be offered to programs with 4 and 5 VT Steps Ahead Recognition System (STARS) that serve at least 30% subsidy children.   

(b)  The state's description for how it will use the funds is thorough in both the budget tables and budget narratives; however, a considerable amount of funding is used to fund new positions at the state and regional levels in addition to the contracting planned to accomplish the work under the grant.  The need for funding all of the state and regional level positions is not thoroughly justified from the budget narrative and how this structure will help the State achieve the outcomes of the State Plan. The evidence is reflected below:

· The details of the budget are adequate to support the activities described in the plan as reflected in the budget tables II-1 and corresponding narratives, though the need for the number of positions is not clearly justified.  Costs appear to be reasonable, but there is a lack of detail on how the costs are derived for the contractual services categories.   A number of consultants will be contracted to perform significant pieces of the work, but it is not clear how these work efforts will coalesce to comprise a functional early learning reform effort.  The overall number of children to benefit from the services is relatively low but consistent with the population in Vermont. The funding budgeted for Participating State Agencies is listed as well as other partners.  The funds will be used to hire several new positions at the agency level and through the BBF State Council and will provide staffing for the regional councils, but the bulk of the work is accomplished through contractors.   

(c)  VT does not adequately describe how the efforts can be sustained after the grant period ends to ensure that the number and percentage of Children with High Needs served by Early Learning and Development Programs in the State will be maintained or expanded.

· A4c narrative states that VT has a commitment to sustain the efforts, but does not describe how that might occur.  The state acknowledges that the RTT-ELC funding will be used to build and expand the capacity of the local BBF Councils through staffing, but does not describe what the impact on the local councils will be or how capacity might continue to be supported after the funding period ends. 


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

VT adopted a common statewide Tiered Quality Rating Improvement System (TQRIS) in 2003.  

(a) The TQRIS is based on a statewide set of tiered Program Standards that includes most of the essential elements of a High-Quality system though some weaknesses were noted.  Evidence includes:

· Figure 12: Elements of a High-Functioning Standards Based System in Vermont Step Ahead Recognition System (STARS) shows the design and elements of the system. 

· Early Learning and Development Standards are referenced in the application that appears in the Appendix (VI, VII, VIII).  The standards currently address only preschool-age children (3-5 years). 

· VT has a comprehensive system in place that includes formative assessment using Teaching Strategies GOLD which is aligned to the standards.   Environmental quality is measured using the Environment Rating Scales for infants, preschool and family child care homes.  The Quality of Adult Child Interactions is measured using the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS).  All of the assessment tools are recognized as valid and reliable assessment instruments. 

· Early Childhood Educator Qualifications are described in the narrative and points are assigned based on the professional development levels of staff.  All staff are also required to have an individual professional development plan or statement of their professional development goals. These are aligned with the career ladder and the VT licensure system. 

· Family engagement strategies are embedded into the TQRIS and points are awarded based on the extent that programs demonstrate their efforts  which are aligned to the Strengthening Families Framework. 

· Health promotion practices are addressed through their licensing system and evidenced in the Environment Rating Scales assessment. There is no evidence that additional emphasis on health is present in the TQRIS which is a weakness. 

· The state employs effective data practices for the TQRIS via the Bright Futures Information System (BFIS).  Verified information is not contained in the system on practitioner qualifications and professional development records which is a weakness. 

(b) The QRIS standards are measurable and areas differentiate between program quality levels at their higher levels but a weakness noted is at the lower levels.  The standards reflect high expectations of program excellence commensurate with nationally recognized standards leading to improved outcomes for children.  The evidence is below:

· Table 6:  Staff qualifications and annual professional development areas show the same description for earning 1, 2 and 3 points which is a weakness.  It is not clear how programs earn more points and the specific criteria for doing so. 

· Table 6:  The standards are weak in Levels 1-3 and do not differentiate substantially in levels of quality. 

· Table 6 outlines the points that are possible in the areas of Families and Communities, Program Practices and Administration.  Of particular note is the inclusion of criteria under administration where programs must demonstrate that wages are at a level determined at least 85% of the livable wages in VT which is commendable. 

(c) The TQRIS is linked to the state's licensing system.  The evidence is below:

· Table 6 shows that entry into the TQRIS must be compliance with the VT Child Care Licensing Regulations before any points are awarded.  

 

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)  The state outlines a high-quality strategy to implement effective policies and practices to reach the goal of all publicly funded Early Learning and Development Programs (ELDPs) participation in TQRIS though current policies are inconsistent across program types.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows:

· VT provides a narrative description of the current status of participation and the current regulatory environment.  All state-funded programs are included and advanced in VT STARS.   

· Programs receiving subsidy dollars are not required to participate in VT STARS (TQRIS), but the tiered reimbursement structure in the program provides a strong incentive for providers to enter and progress in VT STARS and for parents to choose higher quality providers. 

· While Early Head Start and Head Start are a part of the TQRIS system, they can be exempted from the ratings through the Environment Rating Scales and teacher-child interactions assessment.  This is viewed as a weakness as this results in inconsistencies among programs at levels 4 and 5. 

· State funded preschool programs are required to have a Level 4 rating or be nationally accredited is commendable but also represents an area of inconsistency. 

· The state proposes to allow use of the Environment Rating Scales (ERS) or the CLASS which measures teacher-child interactions. These assessments measure different elements of quality programs and using one or the other is viewed as a weakness. 

(b)  Policies and practices aimed at helping more families afford high-quality programs in areas with high concentrations of Children with High Needs is referenced in the VT plan as follows:

· VT describes their child care subsidy system and references that the sliding fee scale and tiered rates "create a unique subsidy structure that actually reduces co-payments for families enrolled with providers at higher levels of VT STARS."   

· The state has adjusted their co-payment and sliding fee scale upward to assist families in moving towards self-sufficiency. 

· A new tiered reimbursement structure provides an incentive to providers to offer higher quality care. 

· Reimbursement rates have increased for providers which enables families a greater choice among participating programs. 

(c)  VT has set ambitious and achievable targets for the numbers and percentages of ELDPs that will participate though information was not clear on the services proposed to all of the children in the state.  The evidence is below:

· The state provided a table indicating the performance measures by each program type.  The baselines were indicated with the accompanying percentages.  Considering the low number of programs overall in VT, these targets appear to be very achievable. 

· A category for services includes "Other" with correlated figures and targets; however, there is  no description for what these numbers represent. 

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

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

VT has implemented a High-Quality system for rating and monitoring the quality of ELDPs participating in the TQRIS.  The state provides a work plan for how these processes and capacity will be further supplemented and refined as shown in the timeline in Table 12.

(a)  The state uses valid and reliable tools for monitoring programs with trained monitors and a process for inter-rater reliability with appropriate frequency and proposes a strategy to address problems with their inter-rater reliability; however, the details for how this strategy will address the problem was not thoroughly described.  The evidence is below:

· The tools that the state uses are valid and reliable assessment instruments as described in the narrative. VT outlines a plan in the narrative to comply with recommendations from the authors of the Environment Rating Scales and employ two anchors who have been determined reliable with the authors.  These anchors will be tasked with ensuring inter-rater reliability with assessors in the state but the state did not describe how that would occur. 

· The state plans to develop a system to monitor current and expanding publicly-funded preschool programs and report outcome data to the legislature using RTT funds.  

(b)  VT provides TQRIS information to parents enrolled in the programs though weaknesses were noted in communicating information on licensing violations.  The evidence follows:

· The state maintains a website that is family friendly with access to VT STARS (Figure 14) and about the programs participating.  It contains a searchable feature where parents can put in characteristics for programs they are seeking.  The program is already in operation and parents are already accessing the system to obtain information.  Information on the programs star rating is displayed on the provider page.  The state does not address how licensing violations of the program are available to parents from the information provided which is a weakness. 

· The state relies largely on a computerized system to provide information to parents.  It is not clear that parents of low-income children will have the information they need on center licensing violations. 

· The state provides written and verbal information to parents on the state's TQRIS via the state's 12 child care resource and referral agencies. 

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)  VT has already implemented a TQRIS.  They provide evidence that policies and practices provide support and incentives for ELDPs to continuously improve.  The evidence for this criterion is below:

· Figure 17 provides a bar chart on the number of programs participating in VT STARS since April 05 when the system was implemented.  The number of programs at the highest star levels show an increase over the time period.   

· VT also provides evidence of the number of quality providers that have increased over the past three years in Figure 15 and 16. 

· VT describes the supports for programs participating in the narrative as mentoring, advising, teaching, coaching, consulting and helping (MATCH) which is available to all licensed and registered programs serving concentrated targeted populations. 

· VT has implemented a Strengthening Families model and awards incentive grants to programs serving 30% or more of children subsidized through CCDF resources. 

(b)  VT provides supports to help working families who have Children with High Needs access high-quality ELDPs that meet their needs.  Evidence for this criterion follows:

· Programs involved in the Strengthening Families model agree to accept the subsidy rate as full payment for participating families with no additional co-payment required.   

(c)  VT has set ambitious yet achievable targets for increasing the number of programs in the top tiers of the TQRIS and the number and percentage of Children with High Needs who are enrolled in the programs in the top tiers of TQRIS; however, some problems are noted.

· VT plans to expand the availability of Specialized Child Care Services (SCCS) providers participating in VT STARS.  SCCS is a menu of available supports for particular populations of children with high needs and their families. SCCS receive an enhanced rate for the provision of additional services of 7%.  The plan shows that VT will increase the differential to 10%.  Figure 18 provides a bar chart of SCCS providers and where they fall on the VT STARS system and the proposed goal to increase those in the upper star levels. 

· 38% of the programs will have achieved 4 and 5 star ratings by 2017.  100% of the children served in Head Start and public-funded preschool programs are served by higher-tiered programs.  However, the state proposes to have 244 programs at Level 5 and 220 programs at Level 4 and 305 programs at Level 3.  Using these figures, there will still be less than 50% in the top two levels of the TQRIS. 

· VT proposes to increase the number of children served by the state's subsidy program in higher tiered programs from a baseline of 44% (2,721 children) to 75% (4,597) by 2017.  These goals appear to be ambitious and achievable. 

 

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)  The state presents a High-Quality Plan to design and implement an evaluation of their TQRIS and examine the relationship between the ratings that is clear and the logic is sound.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows:

· The plan shows that VT will engage an experienced, nationally recognized research partner to systemically examine the program standards, point system and quality tiers in their existing system as indicated in the narrative.  Work to date has included a stakeholder group to examine the various aspects of the system and the predictive capability of the system to predict better child outcomes.   

(b)  The state proposes the initial framework for a research design and measures of progress in the plan to further refine their system.  The evidence follows:

· VT has developed a list of research questions as a component of the Request for Proposal for an evaluation expert to answer.  These questions are  thoughtful, focused on system parameters and other supports aimed at improving child outcomes.   

· The state suggest a possible quasi-experimental design methodology that employs multiple measures with demonstrated reliability and validity. 


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(C)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)  The state presents a plan to revise their Vermont Early Learning Standards (VELS) that will be used statewide by ELDPs.  The plan incorporates the necessary elements but there is no documentation that the standards are developmentally, culturally, and linguistically appropriate across each age group and cover all Essential Domains of School Readiness.  The evidence follows:

· The supporting narrative description indicates that the standards will be appropriate for all of Vermont's infants, toddlers, preschoolers, and children in K-3 but it is not clear.  For example, the VELS broad age ranges from birth to three does not provide the developmental milestones to adequately plan for the age ranges.   

· The state will contract for a review of the new standards with a consultant with expertise to review the appropriateness. 

(b)  VT will align the VELS with the state's K-3 academic standards.  The evidence for this criterion is below:

· A VELS Revision Committee was formed to begin the process of revising the VELS.  The Committee decided to incorporate K-3 Common Core State Standards (CCSS)  

· The narrative references that the proposed VELS will be for children from infancy through grade three. The Common Core State Standards and the New Generation Science Standards for K-3 will be incorporated into the new standards and will contain a full continuum for language arts, mathematics, and science as well as socio-emotional development, approaches to learning, social studies, physical development, and health. 

(c) VT efforts to ensure that the new VELS are incorporated into the program standards, curricular and activities, Comprehensive Assessment System, the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, and shared with parents as appropriate are not sufficiently detailed to assess how this will be accomplished.  The evidence for this criterion follows:

· The state provides a paragraph describing current efforts, but does not provide details on how the new standards will be broadly launched.  Table 13 provides some reference, but is not sufficiently detailed to understand how this will be accomplished. 

(d) The supports in place to promote understanding and commitment of the revised VELS to the ELDPs is adequate. The evidence follows:

· Table 13 provides a description of key activities.  The activities outlined include developing several models of professional development experiences, implement a Train the Trainer model to create a cadre of VELS experts, developing Family Guides, etc. which are appropriate strategies. 

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

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)  The State presents a plan to support the implementation of the Comprehensive Assessment System.  The plan addresses their proposed activities with the ELDPs to select instruments and approaches that are appropriate for the target populations and purposes.  The evidence follows:

· VT provides strategies specific to each of the assessment areas (environment, child, adult interactions) in the overall plan narrative and summary.  By 2016, a statewide plan for a Comprehensive Assessment System will be in place under the guidance and involvement of a cross-sector stakeholder group.  Teaching Strategies GOLD will be used for formative assessment with children. The revised assessment will be released in 2014 which will include birth - grade 3.  The environmental measures will be assessed using the Environment Rating Scales.  The adult-child interaction will be assessed using CLASS. These are appropriate measures and tools for assessment. 

(b)  The plan appropriately addresses how VT will work with ELDPs to strengthen their understanding and purposes of each assessment.  The evidence follows:

· A Guide to Vermont's Comprehensive Assessment will be developed and regional meetings held to disseminate information is referenced in the narrative.  Regional meetings will be held to communicate the system to the providers and explain the purposes and how/when the assessment will be used.  Multiple and varied modes of professional development will be used to disseminate the information and train early childhood educators. 

(c)  The VT plan articulates an approach for aligning and integrating assessments, and sharing results. However, more detail is needed to explain how this would occur. The evidence follows:

· A comprehensive plan will be developed to include how they are aligned and integrated with various programs.  The data governance committee will develop protocols for sharing data across agencies.  A Comprehensive Assessment Workgroup will include evidence-based recommendations for sharing information. The processes for how this would occur was not fully described. 

(d)  VT will train early childhood educators to appropriately administer assessments and interpret / use the data but the details were not clear on how this would occur.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows:

· Strategies and activities are included in the narrative to include trainings for educators on assessments.  The state proposes training sessions and follow-up mentoring activities.  Educators will administer an assessment under the guidance of a mentor to extend learning and use.  Details were not provided to fully explain this criterion and how this would occur. 

(e)  The state provides a broad description about how it will implement guidelines and procedures for sharing assessment data and results with parents.  The evidence follows:

· VT will develop a Guide to their Comprehensive Assessment Plan and disseminate the information via regional meetings with program administrators and educators.  Detail is limited on how these data will be shared with parents, the extent and why this is an effective strategy.  Other possible strategies are not provided. 

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	20
	17

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)  The State presents a plan to address the health, developmental, and behavioral needs of Children with High Needs.  The various initiatives presented in this section appear sound; yet the overall systems approach is disjointed and evidence focusing on children birth to five and attention to mental health is lacking.  The specific evidence follows:

· VT plans to implement an evidence-based statewide home visiting system. The state outlines a plan to connect the existing home visiting initiatives to increase the number of children served in a coordinated manner.  It was not clear how the program would integrate a progression of standards to address this criterion. 

· Other strategies related to specific inclusion of children birth to five and mental health is not clearly articulated. 

(b)  VT will increase the number of Early Childhood Educators who are trained and supported which is a strength as evidenced below:

· VT plans to implement a Child Care Health Consultation model using Caring for Our Children (2011) Standards.  Services will include a web-based platform for accessing health and safety information; a telephone line all option for general health and safety consultation; and a network of Child Care Health Consultants to provide onsite technical assistance, help with policies and onsite training opportunities. This is an appropriate strategy that will strengthen the system. 

· Healthy Child Care Vermont (HCCVT) will address provider needs in the areas of general health and safety regulation and implementation, medication administration training, nutrition, and physical activity consultation and is an appropriate initiative to support providers. 

· I Am Moving, I Am Learning program provides support to providers in gaining knowledge needed to intentionally plan for children's health. 

· Eat Well, Play Well Vermont is a program to provide supports for active and healthy living. 

· Hunger Free Vermont Trainings will provide resources to the early childhood community which is a strength. 

(c) VT will promote healthy eating habits, improved nutrition, physical activities, information, and guidance for families at home; however, only one strategy is referenced to meet this need which is not adequate.  Evidence supporting this specific criterion was thin.

· VT references the Child Care Health Consultation model and related supports in the narrative.  

(d)  VT plans to leverage existing resources to meet ambitious yet achievable annual targets to increase the number of Children with High Needs who are screened through existing programs, referred for services based on those screening.  Evidence was inconclusive to support this criterion is below:

· The Help Me Grow framework will be implemented and offers a population-based approach to the early detection of children at-risk of developmental and behavioral problems and their linkage to programs and services.   

· VT will create a cross-agency work group on developmental screening to coordinate training and communication.  Help Me Grow will serve as the organizing hub to coordinate the various initiatives to prevent duplication of services and serve those children most at need. 

· The state did not identify how children are referred for services based on those screenings and receive the follow up care. 

· Targets for those participating and receiving follow-up services were not clearly articulated. 

(e)  VT's plan to develop a comprehensive approach to increase the capacity and overall quality of ELDPs to support and address social and emotional health is sound and related evidence follows:

· Convene a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) Leadership Team with cross-sector representation; work with regional councils to develop a common framework; recruit and select MTSS trainers; and coaches to increase capacity;  

· Provide initial and ongoing training to regional coaches on the reliability of the Teaching Pyramid Observation Tool (TPOT), an evaluation tool that measures teacher implementation of evidence based practice at each tier of the Pyramid Model.  Initial and ongoing training will be conducted. 

 


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	40
	34

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provides a High-Quality Plan to improve the effectiveness and retention of Early Childhood Educators; however, some weaknesses are noted. The criteria and evidence are indicated below:

(a)  VT plans to expand access to effective professional development opportunities that are aligned with the knowledge and competencies framework.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows:

· Implementation of a statewide mentoring and coaching structure (MATCH) is planned. 

· The expansion of articulation efforts was referenced but the state did not explain how this would occur or what strategies would be undertaken to achieve articulation. 

· In-depth professional development opportunities are aligned with the skills needed for teaching young children. 

· Expanded availability of registered apprenticeship college courses from three locations to six around the state will be implemented. 

· Creation of an interagency workgroup to survey the workforce is described. 

· Evidence that the professional development opportunities will increase teacher competency in working with Children with High Needs was not articulated. 

(b)  VT plans to implement policies and incentives promoting professional development and career advancement along an articulated career pathway aligned with the competency framework and designed to increase retention.  The state has partially implemented this criterion and the plan is sound.  The evidence supporting this criterion follows:

· Proposes to implement the Teacher Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.) Early Childhood Scholarship program that serves to reward  education and retention with scholarships and bonuses. 

· Existing policies and incentives in place include bonuses ranging from $100 for a Level I achievement to $1,200 for a Bachelor's degree when the practitioner submits evidence of academic achievement. 

(c)  The ability of the state to publicly report on aggregated data capacity is limited as evidenced below:

· The state's current system (BFIS) is under-populated with professional development data and the data contained in this system is not verified.  These factors severely limit the state's ability to report on aggregated data.  The narrative describes two educator databases that contain information on licensed early childhood educators; however, these are not complete. 

· The goal of establishing a practitioner registry with verified practitioner demographic information, salary and benefits and education data or incorporating one into the existing BFIS was not clearly articulated. 

(d)  VT sets ambitious yet achievable targets for increasing the postsecondary institutions and professional development providers with programs that are aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and the number of educators who receive credentials.  Further, the state sets targets for increasing the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators progressing to higher levels of credentials that align with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  The related evidence is below:

· Table showing Performance Measures for (D)(2)(d)(1) provides baseline data on institutions and providers as well as total number of educators credentialed by an "aligned" institution or provider.  Considering the size of Vermont, these data appear both ambitious and achievable. 

· Table showing Performance Measures for (D)(2)(d)(2):  Increasing # and % of educators progressing shows all of the credentials available to educators with baseline and targeted projections for each credential category.  It is divided by registered home based settings and licensed center staff.  By the end of the project period, VT proposes to increase the number and percentage of staff with any credential or degree from 8.66% to 62.65%.  This is an ambitious goal, but should be achievable if supports and incentives are in place. 


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	20
	18

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

(a)  VT proposes a High-Quality Plan to implement a common, statewide Kindergarten Entry Assessment that informs instruction and services in elementary school.  The proposed Kindergarten Entry Assessment will be aligned with the state's ELDS and will cover all essential domains of school readiness.  The overall detail and description for this section is brief, but the supporting evidence for this criterion follows:

· VT identifies outcomes which articulates the alignment of the assessment with the standards, teacher, and administrator professional development and how data are linked to SLDS. 

· The existing Readiness Kindergarten Screening (RKS) is undergoing review to determine its reliability and validity.  The American Institutes for Research (AIR) is currently contracted to complete this work. 

· The RKS collects data across all Essential Domains of School Readiness as reflected in Table A1-6.  

(b)  The RKS will be valid, reliable, and appropriate for the purpose that it will be used and references how the RKS will be appropriate for English learners and children with disabilities; however, there was insufficient detail to explain how this element will be assured.  The evidence is below:

· The goal and plan do not reference how the RKS will be appropriate for English learners and children with disabilities. However, the strategies do make reference that the contract with national experts will be inclusive of:  (1) construct validity, (2) internal consistency, and (3) alignment of the RKS with the VELS and fairness for subgroups (low socioeconomic status, English learners, and children with disabilities). 

(c)  The RKS is currently administered each school year. The evidence is below:

· The rationale states that Vermont has gathered information on the readiness of children entering kindergarten by annually serving all kindergarten teachers about the readiness of students within the first six to ten weeks of school.  Implementing the revised RKS is not expected to pose any difficulties. 

(d)  The RKS data is not presently reported to the Statewide Longitudinal Data System.  The evidence is below:

· The narrative states that the RKS data is included on the Planned Data List for integration.  It is expected to be integrated by 2016.  However, there was little evidence provided that details the processes that will be undertaken to achieve this goal.   

(e)  The RKS system is funded with State resources other than those available under this grant.  The evidence follows:

· The narrative states that the state has surveyed readiness from state funds for the past 13 years and will continue to do so beyond the period of this grant opportunity. 

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

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state presents a High Quality Plan to expand upon an existing prototype for an Early Learning Data System (ELDS) to provide a coordinated system that aligns and is inter operable with the Statewide Longitudinal Data System.  

(a)  The proposed system has all of the essential data elements.  The evidence supporting this criterion is below:

· Vermont describes all of the essential data elements in the narrative of the plan under Activity 1:  Early Childhood Data Reporting System and provides an overall schematic on the system in Figure 23:  Summary of Proposed Data Initiative. 

· Activity 2 provides for the establishment of a Data Governance Council to meet data system oversight requirements. 

(b)  The proposed system enables uniform data collection and easy entry of the Essential Data Elements by Participating State Agencies and programs as evidenced below:

· Figure 23 depicting the activity schematic shows the location of the data by departments and agencies.  The plan is sufficiently detailed to enable uniform data collection and easy data entry to occur. 

(c)  The system will facilitate the exchange of data among Participating State Agencies using standard data protocols, structures, formats, and CEDS to ensure interoperability but did not sufficiently describe how that will occur.  The evidence is below:

· Table 25 describes the existing and planned data sets. 

· Figure 24 depicts the working prototype for the ECDRS. 

· The project narrative describes the data exchanges but detail was lacking on how these data exchanges would occur. 

(d)  The system plan states that the information will be generated that is timely, relevant, and useful for continuous improvement and sharing with parents and other stakeholders; however, detail was lacking to ensure that this will occur.  The evidence follows:

· Figure 24 and Figure 25 and accompanying narrative briefly describes the information that will be accessible from the system to include the ability to provide analysis and communications (linking and story building) in addition to the other system capabilities planned and described. However, detail was insufficient to ensure that a plan was in place to address this criterion. 

(e)  The plan for the system meets the Data System Oversight requirements and complies with Federal, State, and local privacy laws.  The evidence follows:

· The narrative describes the establishment of a Data Governance Council to establish policies and enforcement mechanisms to ensure a comprehensive, coordinated data system in compliance with all applicable laws and regulations.  

· The P-12 Data Governance Council membership will be appointed by the Governor and will include appropriate stakeholders which are listed in the narrative. 

· An external advisory group will offer additional advice and feedback. 


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

	Competitive Priority 2: Including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS
	10
	9

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

VT adequately describes the activities to increase the number of children from birth to kindergarten entry who are participating in programs governed by the State's licensing system and quality standards.  The State meets this priority and will have 100% of programs participating in TQRIS by the end of the grant period.

(a)  VT's licensing system is foundational to the TQRIS and covers all programs. The state presents a plan that will ensure that two or more unrelated children served in a family child care home is required to be licensed through statutory processes which meets the criterion for this section; however, pursuing a statutory change is not a guarantee that the state will be meet this criterion fully.  Evidence is below:

· The state's current statutes require that providers are required to be licensed when children from more than two families are in care rather than two unrelated children. 

· A statutory change will be proposed in the next legislative session to specify that more than two unrelated children require licensure. 

(b)  The TQRIS in VT is voluntary and all programs are encouraged to participate.  The floor for Level 1 is licensing and sufficient incentives are in place to encourage programs for continual improvement.

· The state has set a goal for participation from 74% to 85%.   

· Child care licensure is foundational to participation. 

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

	

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

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

VT presents a High Quality Plan for creating preschool through grade three approaches to sustain early learning outcomes.  

(a)  VT is enhancing the kindergarten through third grade standards and aligning them with the ELDS across all essential domains of school readiness.  The evidence follows:

· VT's approach for the revision of their VELS is a birth through grade three focus as reflected in their application.  The state is well on its way to aligning the standards to improve continuity and sustained learning.  The current revision will add the birth to three age group and ensure the common core standards are integrated. 

(b)  VT will identify and address the health, behavioral, and developmental needs of Children with High Needs from preschool through third grade.  The evidence for their doing so follows:

· The state will implement the Early Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) which is an evidence based comprehensive approach for addressing the behavioral and developmental needs of young children from birth through grade three.   

(c)  The state plans to address the professional development needs of teachers, administrators, and families in their plan.  The evidence is below:

· VT will contract with a national expert to design and plan the professional development approach that emphasizes developmental science, pedagogy, protective factors, and effective family engagement strategies.   

(d)  VT will implement model systems of collaboration between ELDPs and elementary schools to engage and support families and improve transitions from birth through the third grade continuum.  The evidence for this criterion is:

· VT has planned to create three to four school communities serving large populations of Children with High Needs to pilot the partnerships and create authentic relationships with families. The goal is that these schools of innovation will be replicated.  Piloting this model is an effective strategy for determining what works and how the model can be improved going forward. 

(e)  VT is building data systems to monitor the status of children's learning and development from preschool to grade three to inform families and support student progress.  This is an important element for a successful system and an effective strategy for enaging families more effectively.  The evidence follows:

· VT is in the process of building their SLDS which is projected to be complete in 2016.   

(f)  Other efforts that VT will be engaged to increase the percentage of children who are able to read and do mathematics at grade level are promising and have the potential to sustain learning gains for children by the end of third grade are:

· Pre-K through Grade 3 school communities will use the new Teaching Strategies GOLD Birth through Third Grade formative assessment to assess children and inform instruction. 

· VT was one of five states chosen to work with the federally funded SWIFT (School Wide Integrated Framework for Integration) Center designed to build capacity in administrative leadership, multi-tiered systems of support, integrated educational framework, family and community partnerships and inclusive policy structure and practice. 

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

VT sufficiently addresses the needs of children in rural areas in its application and strategies are appropriate to reach this targeted population of children.  The evidence follows:

· VT proposes to adapt the Promise Communities theme to VT -- to do whatever it takes to reach and engage rural communities where needs are high and developmental outcomes for children indicate risk.  The Promise Communities concept will be launched to serve rural populations with adaptations considering the geographical challenges.  (The original design for Promise Communities was to serve urban communities as created by Geoffrey Canada and the Harlem Children's Zone. However, some principles are transferrable). 

· Strategies planned include creating and convening a statewide project implementation team, engaging expert evaluation partner, developing a menu of incentives to support recruitment, recruiting and selecting six communities and secure commitment from community partners, building coalitions, and local Promise Communiy teams, and link to the BBF Regional Councils. 

· These approaches are intended to provide incentives to gain community support ($200K per community) to reach the most vulnerable children and their families using the frameworks embraced by the state (Results Based Accountability, Strengthening Families Framework, Bright Futures Guidelines, and Early MTSS).  This strategy can be an effective one by engaging communities that most have a desire to implement innovative strategies by enaging families. 


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

VT presents a comprehensive plan for how it will improve the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs.  Vermont is one of the smallest states in the nation in population; yet, it's rural nature still presents challenges for ensuring that all children succeed.  The state was one of the first to launch a Quality Rating Improvement System in 2003.  The funds through the RTT-ELC competition will strengthen the existing efforts and refine those components most significantly linked to improved outcomes for children.  Evaluation of the existing levels and system design is intended to inform future revisions as needed.  

The state has many programs aimed at improving child outcomes and the various approaches, initiatives, strategies and frameworks appeared disjointed.  The funding through RTT-ELC is intended to strengthen the state's infrastructure through the creation of data systems to manage the work of the various agencies and projects and how these efforts are translated into information needed to make informed decisions.  The state addresses its efforts in promoting early learning and development outcomes and planned initiatives aimed at building capacity.  

The state's efforts to create a great early childhood education workforce are to be commended.  The professional development system and opportunities for early childhood educators appear to be working.  However, the lack of systems to collect and report on the status of the workforce hampers the ability of the state to benchmark and track progress.  Funding through RTT-ELC is intended to address this need.  Overall, the state has presented plans and strategies as requested under the required sections to improve their services and outcomes for Children with High Needs.

	Total
	315
	262




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1001VT-4 for Vermont, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State demonstrates a past commitment to high quality and accessible Early Learning and Development (ELD) programs for Children with High Needs (CWHN) and has a solid foundation from which to implement a comprehensive state plan.
(1) The financial investment from the State in Early Learning and Development Programs, over the past five years, demonstrates a stable commitment to young children with high needs.  Information from the narrative and State budget tables show consistent funding in programs including preschool, contributions to IDEA Part C, special education services for children 3 to 5, total contributions and State match to CCDF, TANF spending, and Early Education Grants.  The population of CWHN in the State is relatively small, and the amount of funding to support those children demonstrates a clear commitment to provide access to quality programs.
(2)  The State investment shows a pattern of flat and increasing funding for the most part.  State funded preschool shows a reduction in 2010 and 2011 from 2009, but an increase beyond 2009 funding in 2012 (data not available for 2013).  Contributions for special education services show a similar pattern, but the 2013 funding data is available and indicates a significant increase.  State contributions to IDEA Part C, state match to CCDF, and total CCDF contributions all show increasing funding trends from 2009 to 2013.  TANF spending and Early Education Initiative spending show a relatively flat funding trend, and Other State Contributions, which are not specified by the State, show a pattern of moderate decline.
(3) The State does show an increase in the number of participating children in ELD programs. The number of children in services generally shows a pattern of increase from 2009 to 2013.  The only programs that show a decline in enrollment are Early Head Start and Head Start combined although it is noteworthy that enrollment in Early Head Start has remained flat while Head Start enrollment shows a pattern of decline.  The remaining programs cited by the State all show a pattern of increase from 2009 to 2013.
(4)  The State also demonstrates a strong commitment to high quality, accessible programs through a long term policy agenda.  The State describes a 20 year history of legislative, regulatory and executive policy successes in great detail in the supporting documents, but most notable among these is Act 62, passed in 2007.  Act 62 was a culmination of programmatic alignment and increasing access to quality early education services for young children in preschool, Head Start and center based child care and family care homes.  Act 62 strengthens several key State components of the Early Learning Challenge competition.  School districts in partnership with community based providers must participate in the Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS) and be 4-5 star rated or be accredited with a plan to achieve those ratings.  Providers must employ a licensed early childhood or special education educator.  Providers must also use curriculum that addresses the State early learning standards, and must be in good standing with licensure code.  In this way, Act 62 creates alignment between public and private entities offering early childhood services.  This provides parents with options for early care and education that are of equal high quality in a variety of settings.  Act 62 also has checks in place to ensure fiscally responsible use of pre-k funds because it requires school districts to implement a comprehensive community needs assessment to identify both needs and the capacity of  local providers to meet that need.  This is an important measure to ensure that resources flow to entities with not only the capacity to provide access, but also to meet the demands of the quality measures Act 62 sets out.
(5)  The State has also devoted significant policy effort toward improving the child care assistance program.  After significant research and analysis, the State in 2010 invested significant new funding into the child care assistance program which increased access to families using the subsidy through improving the sliding fee scales and new rate structures for providers who worked toward 4-5 star TQRIS ratings. 
(6)  The State's current status in key areas for a high quality early learning and development system is for the most part proficient and functioning.  
· The State standards for early learning (ages 3-5) have been in use since 2003 and are aligned with the K-12 learning standards.  
· The State also has a series of assessments that form a comprehensive picture of child development and well being across multiple domains of development.  These include a newborn health screening, a 9 month Attachment Quality assessment, a 3 year old assessment of social emotional development, a survey assessment of child school readiness at kindergarten, and a 3rd grade literacy assessment.  
· Health promotion practices are an area of particular strength for the State.  Since 1998, the State has expanded eligibility for the Medicaid program, including Early and Periodic Screening Diagnostic and Treatment (EPSDT), for children birth to age 18 up to 300 percent of the federal poverty level. This expansion captures most families with children who experience a 'cliff' effect of losing services because of increased family earnings while still being at or below a functional poverty level.  A Global Commitment waiver also allowed the State to increase optional Medicaid services. 

· The State has not established statewide standards and practices for family engagement and notes that this is an area to be developed as part of this competition. 

· The State does appear to have robust system of teacher professional development for the early learning workforce.  The Northern Lights Career Development Center, the Starting Points Network, and the Child Care Apprenticeship Program are three strong statewide entities focused on both pre-service and ongoing professional development using innovative practices such as online trainings, peer to peer learning, mentorship of emerging professionals, and professional learning communities across multiple settings in the birth to age eight range. 

· Kindergarten Entry Assessment is present in the State in the form of a readiness survey conducted by kindergarten teachers.  However it is not a direct assessment of children and does not have validity or reliability data to support it.   

· The States data system is not fully operational at this point, but already includes actionable information from child care, education, health and TQRIS-quality.  The application notes that the State has a plan to fully implement by 2017 and that the data will yield child and community level information that can be used to further refine and target investments in high needs communities.         

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	17

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State articulates a high quality plan and a rationale for the different components of that plan.
 

(1) The State's goals for improving program quality and child outcomes over the period of the grant are both ambitious and achievable.  The State has unique challenges and they have identified four overarching goals intended to address those challenges through the selected criteria.  Ultimately, if the state is able to implement these selection criteria successfully and achieve their goals, kindergarten readiness gaps will be likely to close between CWHN and their lower risk peers.  The evidence for this statement is in the following comment sections.
(2) The State makes a credible case for each component and how taken together they will drive an effective reform agenda. The State chose to address these priorities with their RTT funds: Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children, (C1, C2 and C3); A Great Early Childhood Workforce, (D2); and Measuring Outcomes and Progress, (E1 and E2).  These build on State progress to date and are important components to improving quality and increasing school readiness.
· The State proposes to revise early learning standards (C1) to update them with the most recent research, the newly adopted Common Core State Standards, and newly revised national Head Start Standards.  The State has had Early Learning Standards since 2003 and has been implementing them in the majority of ELD programs serving children ages 3 to 5.  Put simply, the State has demonstrated an ability to transmit standards into practice and implement them across an array of early learning settings.  Improvement of the standards in concert with a proven system of transmission and implementation is a logical next step toward the goal of better outcomes for CWHN. 

 

· The State also proposes to improve and expand comprehensive assessment systems (C2).  The State points out that this logically stems from high quality early learning standards which is addressed in C1.  The State is building on existing successes by choosing C2 because while the State has implemented a number of individual assessments across multiple domains of development, they have not aligned and coordinated them into one system.  The proposed plan seeks to develop a statewide Comprehensive Assessment System that aligns screenings and assessments, improves the targeted nature of how assessments are used, articulates data sharing practices between departments, and links to the training and development of early learning professionals so their training is informed by local data on child well being and the needs of CWHN. 

 

·  The State selected C3 which is also a logical build on existing state infrastructure and past State success.  The State has demonstrated a past commitment to health care and early intervention for young children through initiatives like Medicaid expansion and by taking advantage of the Global Commitment Waiver to expand services for more young children and their families.  The State proposes to further it's commitment to health, behavioral, and developmental needs by implementing an evidence based home visitation system, offering child health care consultation services, using the Help Me Grow framework which is demonstrably successful at early detection of developmental problems and linking children to needed early intervention services.  Again, the State has chosen criteria that not only address areas of need, but build on existing strengths. 

 

· The State already has three programs that are contributing to a quality early education workforce and the selection of criteria D2 is based on recent research and successes in building a robust workforce in the past three decades.  The State already offers mentoring and coaching through an apprenticeship program and professional learning communities.  The project proposes to expand these peer-to-peer professional development opportunities to more settings through a new statewide framework supporting professional learning.  This builds on a strong body of professional development work in the State. The State also proposes to work on pre-service and in service professional development through an Early Childhood Leadership Institute.  They propose to train 100 leaders with this institute, but it is unclear what the function of these leaders would be in the improved system. 

 

·  The State has a school readiness survey that has never been assessed for validity or reliability.  This is an area of development for the State.  The State proposes to improve the survey by updating it based on current research and to verify the psychometrics of the survey in the grant period.  Again, the State is building on its progress to date and in this case, improving the kindergarten entry assessment is critical to understanding how other reforms aimed at quality improvement are functioning.  A revised assessment, that is valid and reliable, is critical to improving quality and reducing readiness and achievement gaps. 

 

· Directly linked to a school readiness assessment is a data system that can capture information and utilize it to inform and refine programs and practices. In selecting criteria E2, the State is continuing progress toward integrating a fragmented data system.  The State plans to improve interoperability between data systems holding information on children 0-5, and to link that interoperable system to the statewide longitudinal data system for K-12.  It was not clear what steps need to be taken to link these two data systems in this section.  
(3) Taken together, the selected criteria (for the most part) clearly articulate a reform agenda that is ambitious and achievable, and builds on past investment and infrastructure.  The evidence presented and justification for the selected criteria make a strong case that this plan would result in improving school readiness.  The State has a balanced approach to both the inputs and the measurement and quality tools to ensure success.  The State takes a strong focus on teacher professional development and standards revision while also focusing on comprehensive assessments, improved kindergarten entry assessment, and a creating data system to capture all sides of these data points to inform future improvements.  

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

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

(1)  The State has a clearly defined and delineated grant management and governance structure.  This includes descriptions of interagency coordination, decision making, resource allocation and sustainability.  Governance of the grant is divided between participating agencies based on where programs related to the grant currently sit in state government.  The roles and responsibilities are defined with the Governor's Office as the Lead Program Agency and the Agency of Human Services as the Lead Fiscal Agent.  Other participating agencies sit on a management team with the lead and fiscal agency.  Memorandums of Understanding (MOU) are all signed and executed with defined areas of management.  Decisions are made by the management team and in the event of an irresolvable dispute between agencies, the Governors Office is final arbiter of a disputed decision.  Building Bright Futures, the coordinating agency for local regional councils, is the lead partner ensuring participation from early education providers, parents, families, and other stakeholders.  
· The State provided an organizational chart (A3a1) highlighting the structure of governance and grant management. 

· Table (A)(3)-1 is complete and clearly defines governance related roles and responsibilities of the ten participating government and non-governmental entities. 

· All MOUs and Master Agreements (seven in total) are signed and completed with requisite scopes of work that coordinate with the narrative portion of this section. 

· There is an additional graphic depicting and explaining the function of Building Bright Futures that also aligns with the narrative describing its function in this section. 

(2)  Community members, public officials, and outside government stakeholders have been a part of the application process as it was developing and have submitted letters of support.  The State noted that throughout the process of developing the application, the Governor's Office was seeking input from the community using a public online information gathering system as well.  The State has a considerable list of letters of support from professionals serving the developmental spectrum of young children.
· Table (A)(3)-2 is complete and all letters from intermediaries and local councils are accounted for in this table. 

· A copy of each letter is also present reflecting consistency between Table (A)(3)-2 and the requisite letters corresponding. 

· Copies of letters from other stakeholders and community members are also all present and accounted for and referenced in Table (A)(3)-2. 

· There were not letters of support from ELD providers, which was a mild concern. 

 

 

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

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

(1)  The State explains how existing funds will be used to support implementation of the State Plan. Building Bright Futures (the State advisory council) is a lead actor in local implementation of the State Plan and is currently funded primarily through a contract from the state.  Building Bright Futures is the local actor that will advise the State on resource allocation and implementation of the State plan in communities.  The State also adequately describes the use of existing funds from State Funded PreK, Head Start and Early Head Start, Title I of ESEA, Part B of IDEA Section 619, Part C of IDEA Early Intervention, the State Longitudinal Data System, and the Strengthening Families Direct Service Grants.  The corresponding data in Table (A)(4)-1 reflect the narrative description of the uses of these existing funds.  However, the State does not describe the use of the CCDF set asides although that budget information is available in Table (A)(4)-1.  The State notes that for home visitation programs (Affordable Care Act, MIECHV), no resources are allocated in FY 2014 and 2015 is due to two federal grants, one formula based and other discretionary, that expire in 2014 and 2015 respectively.  See Table (A)(4)-1.  
 

(2)  The State has completed the required budget tables and the corresponding narratives explain each section and how funding is linked to elements of the State Plan.  The four broad goals of the State Plan are reflected in 29 projects distributed across the different Participating Agencies (Although the application in error states '39 projects' of the Budget Part-I Narrative).  For the most part, the State addresses adequacy of support for the activities in the plan with costs that are reasonable and necessary to the objectives in the State Plan. The State notes that many projects are shared across agencies and this is reflected in the individual project budgets.  The detailed budgets of the Participating Agencies and specific projects are also, for the most part, consistent with the State Plan.  The following are comments on the budget and narrative relevant to this section:
· The State is allocating nearly $14 million to local implementation which is consistent with the State Plan and clearly reflects a commitment to community implementation of the State Plan.  This allocation is also consistent with the State's focus on rural, high needs areas which require significant implementation funding. 

· The State is allocating approximately $11 million to quality rating and improvement with over $9.5 million of this sum going to quality improvement efforts.  This is consistent with the State Plan to move beyond monitoring and rating and move the majority of providers into the higher tiers of the TQRIS.   

· The State is allocating nearly $11 million in contractual services for one time costs associated with components of the State Plan including, but not limited to, further developing an integrated 0-5 data system, conducting validation studies, developing a monitoring system or pre-k, revising early learning standards, creating comprehensive assessment, and linking the new data system to the state longitudinal data system.  This is also consistent with the State Plan and narrative and is reasonable and necessary to achieve the desired outcomes. 

(3) While there is no direct metric to determine plan sustainability beyond the grant period, the State demonstrates a clear commitment to early learning and development that is reflected in current and past State budgets, current policies, and through continued support from the communities charged with implementation of current State activities related to early learning and development.  Further, the infrastructure investments slated for community based implementers, such as Building Bright Futures, reflects the State's commitment to building capacity in local delivery systems that will function beyond the grant period.  The one area of concern with regard to sustainability is in the home visitation program expansion.  The majority of that program will be developed with grant award dollars and the State does not allocate significant resources to evidence based home visitation at this time.  Although the State has a strong history of resource allocation to other ELD programs such as child care, preschool, and early intervention, one cannot know if the State will support evidence based home visitation with general fund dollars to leverage federal funds.  


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has a reasonably developed plan to improve and build upon the existing TQRIS already in place.  It is somewhat unclear how future levels will meaningfully differentiate quality levels based on the current system (where the most significant differentiation occurs between levels 3 and 4).   Meaningful differentiation at all levels of the TQRIS is proposed as part of a revision process to take place during the grant period.
 

(1)  The information provided by the State in the narrative and in Table (B)(1)-1 shows that the State TQRIS is based on tiered program standards, developed by the State and cross walked with NAEYC Accreditation Standards, National Association of Family Child Care Standards, National Afterschool Association Standards, and Early Head Start/Head Start Program Standards.  The State TQRIS Oversight Committee that conducted this work continues to meet and improve program standards and implementation. The State TQRIS includes and uses in varying degrees Early Learning and Development Standards, Comprehensive Assessment Systems, Educator qualifications, family engagement strategies, health promotion, and effective data practices.
 

(2) The State included a copy of the tiered Program Standards in the application materials and there is clear evidence in that document that the Program Standards already meet the six criteria set out in Section (B)(1)-a.  The State is proposing to revise these standards as part of the grant award.
 

(3)  Tiers within the current TQRIS do somewhat meaningfully differentiate based on a point structure for the areas of regulatory history, staff qualifications and annual professional development, families and communities, program practices, and administration.  Providers earn higher ratings based on focusing efforts to improve in several of these areas at the same time.  The most meaningful differentiation in the TQRIS occurs between levels 3 and 4 where programs must address the Program Practices Area (Tier 4) and in Tier 5 high point totals are required across all five areas of quality improvement.  In tiers 1 to 3, a provider (Tier 1 being state licensure) can achieve advancement in rating through areas that are not directly related to improved school readiness (e.g. regulatory history and administration). The State also notes that they have not verified differentiation through a third party evaluation although they propose to do so during the grant period.  

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

(1)  To reach the goal of having all publicly funded ELD programs in the TQRIS, the State has implemented policies and practices that mandate and incentivize, in varying degrees, program participation.  
· State funded preschool is required to participate in the TQRIS and meet program standards due to Act 62 (2007).  State funded pre-k programs must be either nationally accredited or have a minimum 4 star rating in the TQRIS.  They must also be in good standing with licensure, have an aligned curriculum with the early learning standards, engage with parents, and have a licensed and/or endorsed early childhood educator on staff.  
· Early Head Start and Head Start programs are also a part of the TQRIS.  They are required to meet minimum standards of the TQRIS through licensure, but critical components such as environmental rating and teacher-child interaction ratings can be waived and these programs can still achieve a 4 or 5 star rating.  This is problematic when trying to ensure consistency across programs (e.g. Head Start vs CCDF funded providers) based on TQRIS rating.  
· Programs under section 619 of Part B IDEA and Part C IDEA participate in the TQRIS.  
· ELD programs supported by Title I of ESEA are not required, but do indirectly participate in TQRIS however, the State notes that they cannot ascertain exact numbers without improvements to their data systems which they propose in this grant request.  
· All programs receiving CCDF funds participate in the TQRIS at the minimum tier 1 licensure requirement.  However, through a system of incentives, professional development offerings, and reimbursement policies the State has a thoughtful plan to improve participation at higher levels.  It is unclear from the information presented in this section the number of providers in higher TQRIS tiers relative to all that are licensed and serve low income families. 

· In the budget table, the State notes a column called 'Other'-530 programs (type of early learning program in the state) and does not describe the programs.    
(2)    The State has policies and practices that address affordability and supply to high needs areas and families.  The State discusses both payment rates and benefit levels as their primary levers of achieving affordability and ample supply for low income families. It is worthwhile to mention that the State openly makes a case for child care assistance as a 'two-generation' strategy to poverty alleviation.
 

· In 2010 the State updated its sliding fee scale to increase the amount of income a family could earn and still be eligible for subsidized care.  This effort is an effective strategy for mitigating some of the 'cliff' effect experienced by families when they improve earnings. 

· A new tiered reimbursement structure was put in place to incentivize and develop quality in providers. 

· Reimbursement rates have been increasing largely due to state investment in CCDF programs.  This trend began with a revised market rate survey in 2010 and as a result, the State invested $4.8 million in new child care funds. 

· The State notes that 50 percent of the child care assistance program is supported with State funding, a percentage shared by very few other states in the US. 

(3)  The State has a goal of 95 percent participation of CCDF supported providers in the TQRIS and notes that at this point, about half of the providers in the State currently participate.  This is the largest subset of providers the State proposes to improve using the TQRIS.  The target goals year on year for percentage of new providers are 16 percent in year one, 9 percent in year two, 12 percent in year three, and 15 percent in the final year of the grant.  This plan is achievable in the time frame when you consider the resources already devoted to quality assistance for providers and the new funding that would augment those efforts as a part of this grant application.  The State does not address how it will improve TQRIS participation for Early Head Start and Head Start Providers who do not take CCDF funds.  The State did not discuss it but the proposed increases in funding and changes to TQRIS could also encourage unlicensed providers to enter the formalized system as well.  While the number of these providers is not as high as those solely funded by CCDF, there is a significant number of CWHN in these programs.   

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

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

(1)  The State has implemented some degree of monitoring and rating of programs through TQRIS, but needs to improve the frequency of ratings and the training and reliability of the people rating programs.  The State has a good foundation for making these improvements and a reasonable plan to execute some of the State Plan improvements.  
· Currently the State has valid and reliable tools used to assess ELD programs including Environmental Rating Scales (ERS) and the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS). 

· Currently the State monitors approximately 60 percent of programs using nine licensing specialists (increased by the State from seven in 2012). The State Plan calls for increasing the number of specialists to achieve 100 percent of programs receiving one monitoring visit per year. 

· By the end of 2017 the State aim is to have 100 percent of programs reliably rated using the ERS or CLASS.  This is not optimal for improving overall quality because school readiness depends on both environmental quality and teacher-child interaction quality.  This is also not developmentally appropriate for infant and toddler care settings. 

· Observers of the ERS were trained, but were low on inter-rater reliability despite the State training 55 observers in 2011-12.  It is unclear how many achieved 85 percent reliability rates, but the State continues to use these observers to conduct most ERS assessments.  
· The State Plan to improve observers and increase reliability is to recruit and train two well qualified and trained reliable observers as regional coordinators of ERS teams across the state.  It is unclear what training these regional coordinators will provide to field observers that will be different from previous trainings that were unsuccessful.  
(2)  Through a combination of online information housed in a single website, printed materials, and community based hubs, the State does disseminate quality and licensing information to parents that is easy to understand.  The State Plan to improve and build on these efforts is reasonable.  The Bright Futures information system allows providers to easily update their information and parents to access things ranging from special skills of a provider (e.g. multilingual to licensure status to TQRIS ratings).  All ELD programs receive and are require to display a formal state license and a TQRIS rating.  The State has also secured resources from private funders to launch a public awareness, information, and engagement campaign that targets parents on the importance of high quality early learning settings, and how the TQRIS rating and online information about providers should be used to inform decisions about care.  

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

(1)  The State has put forth a series of strategies in the State Plan to promote continuous improvement of providers through a variety of means, but mainly focused on further developing the professionals working directly with young children and their families. 
· In communities that serve a large number of high-needs children, the State proposes to increase MATCH funds to improve TQRIS ratings into the upper 4-5 tiers.  These funds are used to train the professionals working in those settings using peer-to-peer and advising approaches to program quality improvements.  These funds invest directly in the professionals and are likely to improve quality because they target high needs areas which are often highly correlated with lower tier quality programs. 

· The State Plan focuses heavily on the Strengthening Families Framework (SF) (to both center and home based programs), and proposes to offer SF to all 4 and 5 tier programs only.  The SF program comes with resources for providers that they receive year on year to continue implementing and is an incentive to encourage more providers to move into the higher quality tiers. However, the State proposes to make SF resources available based on a competition which may unfairly advantage providers with more resources and experience that may be serving CWHN.  

(2)  In the State Plan, both the SF program, SF Centers and Specialized Child Care Services provide family supports including full day/year programs, transportation with a focus on rural and remote children, nutritional support and training, and family support services.  The State already deploys these programs and will increase their usage and penetration, especially in high needs and rural areas, as part of the grant award.
(3) The State Plan aims for 100 percent 3 to 5 year olds in publicly funded programs being in the upper three tiers of the TQRIS over the grant period.  The specific targets for moving programs and children into the upper tiers are reasonable year on year, but as previously noted, the major leap in program quality where differentiation between the tiers matters most is between tier 3 and 4.   By the end of the grant period, the State proposes to have 244 tier 5 programs, 220 tier 4 programs, and 305 tier 3 programs.  If this occurs, there will still be less than 50 percent of all ELD programs that are tier 4 and 5.  Given that we do not yet know what levels of TQRIS provide the best school readiness outcomes, we cannot say what threshold produces meaningful changes in school readiness.  It is concerning that including tier 3 programs in the 'upper tier' success category could create significant variability in both provider quality and child outcomes within that category. 
(4) The State provides adequate baseline and achievable year to year improvement data and targets for moving more children into upper tier (3,4 & 5 tier) programs.  However, if there is significant variability of program quality and child outcomes between tiers 3 and 4, the effect of the shift to upper tiers may be diminished. 
 
 

 

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

(1)  The State has a clear, logical plan for evaluating and validating the tiers in the TQRIS system.  The State sets the goal of completion by 2016 with a plan to implement potential changes as a result of that study in 2017 while still in the grant award period and the proposed research design is sound.
· The evaluator will be independent and an expert researcher in this area. 

· An evaluation committee will be convened from relevant partners in the State Plan to make adjustments in professional development, ratings, and other areas directly and indirectly related to TQRIS. 

 


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(C)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has a somewhat clear plan to put in place high quality EL Standards that are used across ELD programs. The State presents a strong case for the transmission of the standards into programs and workforce training, but does not meet some of the criteria in developing the revised standards. 
(1) The State proposes to revise their Early Learning Standards and implement them as a part of this competition.  The current standards have been used since 2003 and the State provides some evidence regarding their standards:
· The Standards are woven throughout program development for virtually all publicly funded programs. 

· The Standards Document in the appendix does differentiate between infants and toddlers and preschool aged children. 

· There is no documentation that the standards are developmentally, linguistically and culturally appropriate at this point, but the proposed plan to do so is reasonable and well articulated. 

· There is documentation in this section that the standards address the essential domains of schools readiness, but it is unclear how effectively they do so. 

· There is also support in this section and in section A(1) that the early learning standards have been aligned with the Common Core K-12 standards. 

(2)  There is a small amount of evidence that the ELD standards are incorporated in Program Standards, curricula and activities, assessment systems, workforce frameworks, and that they are shared with families.
· There are standards booklets as part of pre-service training for providers. 

· Families receive information on the standards in the form of a home guide on how to use them but there is limited information on if/how families are actually engaging in home based practices. 

· The standards are also used in the formative assessment of state funded pre-k and head start programs. 

(3)  The State has already established a high functioning workforce development system that has the reach and capacity to inject the new standards into all publicly funded programs, and therefore is likely to succeed in this effort.  This is an area of particular strength for the comprehensive plan.

	(C)(2) Supporting effective uses of Comprehensive Assessment Systems
	20
	16

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

Broadly the State articulates a set of assessments that when taken together are comprehensive in nature and would inform best practices in ELD programs.
 

(1)  The State already has many assessments in place, but proposes to form several work groups including a Comprehensive Assessment Workgroup to select new assessments and to work with professionals to strengthen the understanding and purposes of the various assessments.  These workgroups would be comprised of community and government stakeholders conversant in comprehensive assessment in early childhood.  This appears to be a viable strategy to achieve this goal.
(2)  The approach for integrating and aligning assessments and sharing results is to be determined by the Comprehensive Assessment Workgroup who will develop protocols to achieve this aim.  There is no more detailed explanation of this process.
(3)  The Plan proposes training and follow up sessions to ensure proper administration but there is little detail in the section to explain how this would occur.
(4)  The current system already implements screening and formative assessment measures (e.g. Teaching Strategies Gold) which is a strong platform to improve on for the State.
 

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	20
	19

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State articulated a high quality plan to address the health, behavioral and developmental needs of children with high needs and has been focused in this area for significant time. 
 

(1) The State has an established progression of health standards that are derived directly from the American Academy of Pediatrics. The State has invested considerable resources in promoting health, nutrition and physical activity.  The State Plan proposes to develop and scale a home visitation system with a list of evidence based programs provided.  The combination of existing efforts and proposed new efforts will address the requirements for establishing a progression of standards promoting children's development and involving families.
(2)  The State proposes to use existing health infrastructure to increase the number of ELD educators (projected numbers only) who receive health training by interfacing with the professionals in the State Healthy Child Care System and Child Care Health Consultation Services programs.  The State also proposes to place these new health standards in the TQRIS for providers and interfacing the TQRIS with health standards related to physical activity, nutrition, and others from related programs such as the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP).  It was unclear how all providers will be trained on the new health components of the revised TQRIS.  The State also proposes to have hotlines for assistance to providers and a web page for information.
(3)  The State Plan will use the Help Me Grow framework for developmental screening, referral, and follow up procedures.  The State outlines how parents and children will be connected to Children's Integrated Services, the entity responsible for evaluation and intervention.  The State also describes how a series of regional professional employment sessions will be offered to assist providers in administering baseline assessments (e.g. ASQ) that are the triggers to perform more in depth assessments and follow up when there may be a potential problem.  This was a particularly strong component of this section because it bridges the gap between identification of possible developmental delay, and the connection to high quality intervention services (many that already exist in the State as a result of historical investment in the area).
(4)  Social and emotional development support capacity will be improved through a series of targeted professional development and resource investments outlined in section C(3)(e).  This portion of the plan is comprehensive and ultimately implemented at the local level through coordination with local councils and ELD programs. 


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	40
	34

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has a well established professional development system for ELD educators and the proposed plan builds on a historical investment in this area.
(1) Professional development approaches that emphasize coaching and mentoring are central to the State Plan.  Northern Lights Career Development Center (NLCDC) is housed in the State community college system and is the leader of early childhood professional development workforce in the State.  NLCDC advises and works with participating agencies to ensure that professional development training and opportunities are aligned with the State workforce knowledge and competency framework.  This appears to be a well established relationship with an ongoing set of formal interactions for several decades including the development of the State Child Care Apprenticeship Program.  The NLCDC approach is supported by the State's current investments in professional development  that emphasizes mentoring and coaching already discussed in previous sections (e.g. apprenticeship and Professional Learning Communities-PLC).
(2) In 2011 the State Professional Preparation and Development committee released a report of an independent study of the State early childhood professional development system.  This report had key findings that inform the current State Plan and provide credible information that supports the plans components.  For example, on site support for implementation of knowledge and skill is an evidence based practice that the State already supports and will expand as part of this project.  The newly developed MATCH program uses an advisor/mentor model and was derived from surveying existing teachers on what types of pedagogical practices would be most useful to their professional development.  The State Plan proposes to expand MATCH and to evaluate the program thus increasing the opportunity for successful professional development.  The MATCH program is designed for use with professionals across the spectrum working with young children including classroom teachers, Child Development Associate degree (CDA) advisors, ERS raters, health care professionals, curriculum consultants, and others. Having a common delivery system that has been vetted by community partners, with an evaluation of effectiveness, is a practice highly likely to produce better professionals that are highly skilled in improving outcomes for CWHN.
(3)   The State has a 20 year history of providing incentives and bonuses for professional improvement and career advancement.  The State Plan builds and improves on a history of investment in the early childhood workforce.  Some of the polices and plan elements to ensure this include:
· Course content is required to align with the competency framework in order to progress on a career ladder. 

· Cash bonuses ranging from $100 to $1200 are awarded depending on level of education or Credentialing.  Given that the population of provider tends to be lower income, these amounts are significant.  

· The State Plan proposes to incorporate Teacher Education and Compensation Helps (TEACH) funding (an evidence based program) into existing resources to further support workforce credential and degree attainment. 

· The State Bright Futures Child Care Information System is a website devoted to public reporting on the quality of the State ELD workforce and is slated to be improved and populated with up to date information.  Currently, the site contains mainly self reported data. 

An infusion of resources into this State's professional development system combined with expanded opportunities for professionals to access support for their education is an effective means toward promoting improvement and career advancement.
(4)  The State provides ample data on the progression of institutions aligned to the competency framework and professionals matriculate through those programs and ultimately attain higher credentials.  The specific targets set by the State are reasonable in the grant award period.  It is worth noting that the majority of post secondary institutions in the State  already are aligned with the competency framework.  However, the 2011 report indicated low rates of articulation from one institution to another.  The State Plan made little mention of how they would address this problem. 
 
 


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	20
	17

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has a well articulated plan for understanding the readiness of children at kindergarten entry, and builds on current practices and partnerships with public schools.
 

(1)  The State already has a functioning Kindergarten Readiness Survey that is used on approximately 81 percent of all kindergarten children at the start of the school year.  This assessment is already funded through the State education finance formula.  Funds from the current proposal would be used to improve the readiness survey and increase its reach and effectiveness into high needs communities.  
(2)  The State Plan sets out an ambitious, achievable, and well articulated plan to contract with an external partner to examine construct validity, internal consistency, alignment with the State Early Learning Standards, and the effectiveness of the tool with sub groups of CWHN.  This information will be the basis for modifying and implementing the revised tool.  
(3)  The State Plan also articulates how the information will be collected (e.g. concerning privacy and other data governance and management laws and procedures as set out by the Agency of Education) so that it can be integrated with the existing state wide longitudinal data system.
(4)  By 2016 the State plans to link the kindergarten entry data to the state longitudinal data system further making this a strong system birth to third grade.  

	(E)(2) Building or enhancing an early learning data system
	20
	17

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State articulates a coherent plan to build a quality data system and connect it to the longitudinal data system to understand the performance of children over the birth to grade 12 continuum.
(1)  The State's current data systems are not well integrated and therefore the bulk of the State plan is aimed at integration and the establishment of policies and procedures to ensure that the system has the essential data points, uniform collection practices, clear modes of exchange between Participating State Agencies, usable information for a variety of stakeholders, and is in full compliance with the law.
(2)  Essential data elements in the State Plan are driven from the Early Learning Standards and key questions focused on program quality, workforce quality and healthy development including physical, mental, and nutritional health.  The State also plans to connect to other databases in the state including workforce and other community databases.  The State has examined what essential data elements need to be in their system through a project funded by the National Governors Association in 2012 that gathered a range of stakeholders and developed a roadmap for the data system.
(3)  The roadmap project also yielded information and recommendations on uniform data collection and exchange protocols between Participating State Agencies.
(4)  The State Plan acknowledges the desire to generate information that is timely, relevant, and accessible to programs, but acknowledges that it will require significant work to achieve that goal in the grant award period.  More explanation of how the State will go about this is needed.  
(5)  The State will also establish a P-12 Data Governance Council comprised of Governor appointed members to ensure that the newly developed Early Learning Data System, and existing State Longitudinal Data Systems meet regulatory, privacy, and best practice requirements.  


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

	Competitive Priority 2: Including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS
	10
	9

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

(1)  All licensed programs in the State participate in the TQRIS because licensure is the requirement level 1.  The State indicated that a statutory change would be pursued for home based care providers who have two or more unrelated children in their homes in care in the coming legislative session.  This is not a guarantee of adherence to the guidelines of this section as the statutory change could be rejected by the legislature.
(2)  The State has made a fairly coherent case for increasing the number of programs participating and improving in the TQRIS system in sections B1 and B2.  The State notes ongoing outreach as the strategy to encourage unlicensed providers to enter the licensure (and consequently the TQRIS) system.  However they do not elaborate on strategies or practices that have been successful in this endeavor.  

	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
	9

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

The State articulates viable birth to third grade approaches to support CWHN and focuses these approaches on target communities with high needs.  
(1) The State Early Learning Standards are the core of the approach to birth to third grade sustained achievement.  The State in this case already defines its Standards for early childhood as birth to third grade.  The State proposes to revise these standards (see Section (C)(1)) as part of this grant and use them to align programs, policies and practices across the birth to third grade continuum.  This is the anchor of the State's plan and critical to its success.  
(2) The State also proposes to create three or four school communities comprised of programs and teachers from the early childhood and K-3 settings.  These communities would specifically target high needs areas in the State and be models for other communities to join.  This is a viable strategy as the State is a local control environment with regard to school district policy and implementation.   
(3)  The State also proposes to uniformly engage teachers across the birth to third grade spectrum in the Strengthening Families professional development modules thus improving and unifying the procedures and practices that teachers in both early education and K-3 education use to interact with families to better support child school success.  Ultimately this is designed to increase parent involvement.  
(4)  In addition the State proposes to use newly acquired kindergarten readiness data from the revised entry survey assessment to facilitate transitions between preschool and kindergarten. 
(5)  The State will use the Early Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) to address the behavioral and developmental needs of young children age birth to third grade.  The MTSS is an evidence based program.
(6) The State plans to enhance its monitoring of children's early learning by using Teaching Strategies Gold birth through third grade formative assessment to assess children and inform instruction.  These data will be linked into the longitudinal data system as well.  

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

(1)  The State proposes to engage with school districts in rural areas to identify districts with high numbers of children who are low achieving, and to provide resources to create local 'promise communities' aimed at leveraging local resources and people to collectively work to improve child well being.  The ultimate goal is better delivery of services from the State to remote areas based on community input.  This strategy is promising provided that the State is able to authentically capture and understand the needs of rural communities.


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The State demonstrates through a comprehensive set of reforms that it meets the Absolute Priority of this competition.  The fact that most every aspect of the State Plan stems back to the Early Learning Standards (birth to 3rd grade) is a critical marker of quality in this plan.  Coupled with a history of investment in programs, teachers, assessments, improvement, and child health, the State is well positioned to utilize a grant award in an effective manner.  

	Total
	315
	259




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1001VT-5 for Vermont, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  15/20 Medium-High Quality Response

The application presents historical evidence of legislation, policy, and practices supportive of Early Learning and Development (ELD) programs for the past 20 years. A citation in the report indicates their highly favorable ranking of #2 among the 50 states in the overall well-being of its children (Annie E. Casey Foundation, Kids Count, 2013). Commitment to early learning and development is particularly evident in services to the state’s population of children with special needs, illustrated by inclusive early learning settings since the 1980s. However, the application also provides evidence of some weaknesses in key areas that form the building blocks for a high quality early learning and development system.  Financial investments in state funded programs have also seen modest increases until a $10 M decrease in 2012-13. 

a. Financial investment (governmental) over 5 years has remained steady or had small increases in most program categories (with the exception of budget decreases in all categories in 2010).  However, between 2012-2013 there was a $10M decrease in total state contributions, with no explanation of its source or impact.  On the positive side, strong philanthropic contributions have helped the state advance several initiatives. 

 

a. Data table A1-5 shows modest increases in the number of Children with High Needs by type of program; the largest increase among children served under Title I (700 children).  It would be useful to clarify the type of program (described as “other”) that reported 1001 CWHN in 2012, since this is a significant percentage of the overall number of CWHN. 

 

a. Act 62 provides for “publicly funded universal Prekindergarten education,” however, Table 2: Summary refers to H. 270, “a bill that will provide access to 10 hours per week for 35 weeks per year of high quality, publicly funded PreK to any parent or guardian wishing to enroll…”  It is unclear if/how this funding is supplemental to other funding sources (e.g., local school funding).  How is this 10 hours per week delivered? Ten hours would certainly be inadequate as a high quality PreK experience, especially for Children with High Needs. 

 

a. Current status in key areas shows strengths and significant areas for improvement: 

 

Early Learning and Development Standards – limited only to preschool age; adopted in 2003, so there has been a lag in focus on infants through toddlers, although there is a draft of Vermont Early Learning Standards (VELS) inclusive of infants and toddlers and aligned with K-3 academic standards (appendix).

Comprehensive Assessment System – there is an inconsistent array of assessments across program types; the higher levels of Tiered Quality Rating Improvement System require more elements of assessment.

Health Promotion Practices – this is a strong area for the state; there are numerous programs with the practices clearly embedded.

Family Engagement Strategies – the application says there are not yet common state standards, but the Strengthening Families program is selected for implementation in the State Plan.

Early Childhood Educators – a clear workforce development and career framework is in place. It is favorable that 26 % of all individuals working in state licensed programs have educator licenses (Birth through Grade 3 or Birth through age 5).

Kindergarten Entry Assessments – This measure has significant limitations as it relies solely on teacher surveys with no independent validity/reliability data.  Survey data may have particular potential for bias, especially for populations of Children with High Needs.

Effective Data Practices – The state does not have in place a comprehensive data system across agencies, although many systems have overlapping essential data elements.  The Governance Structure (Building Better Futures) has developed a prototype it hopes to complete and launch.

 

 

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

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  20/20 High Quality Response

The application provides clear and compelling evidence for its State Plan, with reform agenda and goals.  Most goals focus on the greatest areas of needs documented in A 1, namely, improving high quality learning and developments standards, comprehensive assessment systems, and effective data systems. There are also well detailed plans outlined for improving outcomes for Children with High Needs (CWHN) in the most rural areas, especially in the Promise Neighborhood initiative (a Competitive Priority #5).

(a)  Goals are ambitious, particularly given the need for coordination of several sizable projects and budgets.  However, goals appear achievable based on the scope of work detail, the current ELD infrastructure and size of budget request.

(b)  Overall summary proposed is effective in strengthening capacity of systems, stakeholders and services, especially for CWHN.

(c)   A justifiable rationale is presented for all Focused Investment Areas in C, D, and E, except C4 (Engaging and supporting families) and D1 (Workforce knowledge and competency framework). These rationales show a deep understanding of the cultural and historical contexts of the state’s population, as well as a measured view of the current needs of the system.

 

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

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

Score: 8 /10 Medium-High Quality Response

 The application reports a large and complex, well-established network of public and private structures governing, funding, and advising ELD programs.   The State Plan provides solid evidence that it will make use of each of the existing structures to govern parts of the State Plan, building additional capacity for some (regional councils).  There is significant evidence of commitment to the state plan with letters of support from diverse stakeholders and agency Memorandum Of Understanding (MOU). However, the plan does not fully discuss how decisions are made and implemented, for example with the system of Regional Councils, but does comment on resolution processes.  There is a very sensible delineation of plans for tiered capacity building for these 12 Regional Councils through a Leadership Initiative and good evidence of representation of diverse stakeholders.

 

a. The evidence presented is less clear about the plans for interagency coordination, athough the Agencies of Education and Children/Family services were given regulatory authority for oversight of ELD through Act 62.  The organizational chart shows the RTT-ELC Program Manager operating within the Agency of Education.  There is no dotted line (or other graphic or narrative explanation) of how this role interfaces with the Vt RTT-ELC State Management Team or the Building Bright Futures (BBF) Agency (non-profit) that has primary oversight for implementation of the State Plan.  Additionally, the BBF governance structure is broad-based with 23 members, but limited to three (3) paid staff.  It is unclear how the regulatory agencies (education, children and families, health) interface with the BBF which is described as the “governance structure for Vermont’s early care, health and education system.”   Grant funds are requested to build capacity for this key BBF staff.   

 

a. There is evidence of strong commitment to the State Plan by the MOUs of Participating State Agencies with required documents in the appendix. 

 

a. There is evidence of strong endorsement of the State Plan by numerous and diverse stakeholders included in the appendix.  The plan was widely described as “thoughtful and rigorous.” 

 

 

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

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

Score: 10 /15 Medium- Quality Response

The state application presents a budget for the maximum award based on state size ($37M).  Evidence is strong and clear for the allocation of funds outlined in the State Plan with tables and narratives, as well as an explanation for the use of existing funds that support ELD.  However, a significant weakness is the lack of evidence presented in the area of long term sustainability of the reform agenda. It is unclear how significant personnel costs to promote change will be maintained after grant funding.

The preponderance of funds are spent in service to the absolute priority 1- promoting school readiness for children with high needs, particularly through home visiting programs, increases to Children's Integrated Services (CIS) child care funds, regional council development and Promise Communities development.

a. – Budget table provides clear evidence of how the State Plan will use existing funds. 

                 (b) 1 – Budget requests for most projects appear adequate with the exception of the assessment and data system upgrades.  These are areas that the plan says needs much improvement (Projects 19, 20, 21) but the funds requested appear insufficient.

                (b) 2 – More evidence is needed to clarify high cost expenditures for Strengthen Families, $5M).  Also, “tuition” costs for each participant in the Early Childhood Institute (leadership initiative) is $6,000 (per 100 participants).  The evidence presented does not make clear the specific outcomes for participants and the anticipated return on this sizeable expenditure.

                (b) 3 - Tables and narratives provide detail for funds budgeted for Participating State Agencies, organizations and programs along with specific activities in the scope of work.  These activities are closely aligned with the State Plan and support local implementation, particularly in the Regional Councils of the ELD system and the school districts, or Supervisory Unions, linked to the proposed Promise Communities in highly isolated rural areas.  

                (c) – The application statement is weak in discussing sustainability.  The narrative repeats the historical commitment to existing programs and history of small, but consistent funding increases.  Given that the budget request includes significant personnel costs for Regional Council personnel expansion, it is unclear how these council costs will be maintained at the same levels without future funding.  The application does discuss an anticipated multi-year, multimillion dollar philanthropic campaign for Vermont’s youngest children, however, long term sustainability is not likely guaranteed through soft monies.

 

 


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: 

Score: 8/10 High- Quality Response

The state application presents strong evidence that they have developed and operated a statewide five step TQIRS system since 2003. Vermont’s Step Ahead Recognition System (STARS) is voluntary, but nearly all segments of the ELD system participate, including school-based PreK programs, HeadStart, child care, and to a lesser extent, family child care providers. Meaningful financial incentives and tiered reimbursement structures add to participation. Each element of the selection criteria is met or the application has comprehensive plans to meet or expand criterion. One weakness in the system as described is the possibility that a provider could achieve Three VT STARS (which is called a higher level), without addressing some component of all five standards arenas.  Four-star programs, on the other hand, have documented quality in all five arenas. 

(a)  Among the six elements linked to early learning standards, Vermont’s Early Learning Standards (VELS), will be expanded to include infants and toddlers by 2014. The Early Childhood Education career framework is well developed and integrated. Health promotion strategies are highly developed; plans are in place to strengthen family engagement with grants for the Strengthening Families Framework; there are plans in place to increase the validity and availability of data systems.

(b) The application provides evidence that the TQRIS has clearly differentiated quality levels, except between levels three and four as noted above, is aligned to other National standards, with measurable criteria for assessing quality levels.

                (c) The TQRIS is linked to State licensing with this agency providing regulatory history of each program applying for participation. 

 

 

 

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

Score: 13/15 High- Quality Response
The State application provides strong evidence of current levels and proposed goals for TQRIS participation across program types.  The High Quality Plan (HQP) to maximize program participation in VT STARS includes all ELD program sectors. Emphasis on adding participation among programs serving CWHN is evident in the plan, including those with special education needs and in highly rural, remote areas of the State.  Budget Project 5 – Annual STARS awards- is aligned with this goal. One weakness with the proposed plan for rating and monitoring is that VT STARS with higher quality ratings of 3, 4, or 5, may use the Environmental Rating Scale (ERS) or the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS), but both measures are not required.   
(a) Strategies in the HQP include all program types.  Numerous agencies have a key role in increasing participation and upward movement in VT STARS. Foundation resources have recently enhanced the participation of family child care providers.
(b) The application provides several examples of policies and practices designed to help more families afford high quality care.  New tiered reimbursement and rate structures were enacted in 2010.  The impact of sliding fee scale and tiered rates create a “unique subsidy structure that actually reduces co-payments for families enrolled with providers at higher levels of VT STARS.”   
(c) Performance Measures/ Tables presented in B2c outline ambitious, but achievable targets for TQRIS participation by program type.  Baselines are at or near target already for State-funded Preschools and Head Start/EHS, therefore, programs receiving funds from CCDF and “other programs” are the targets for increased participation (about 2000 programs) over the three funding years. In the narrative it states, “We believe that the RTT-ELC resources will help us become one of the first states to have 95% of all regulated and publically funded ELD participation in TQRIS.”
 

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

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

Score: 13/15 High- Quality Response

The State application provides evidence of rating and annual monitoring of ELD programs in the TQRIS through VT STAR Coordinators and the Bright Futures Information System (BFIS). The State points out that the lack of frequency of monitoring and unreliability of the ratings are weaknesses in the existing system. However, The High Quality Plan outlines goals and outcomes to insure increased capacity, improved inter-rater reliability and integrated monitoring and rating processes across program types. These activities are aligned with Projects 6 & 7 in the budget.

(a) The HQP describes the use of grant funds to expand annual monitoring and permit an independent, third-party evaluation of the system.  Additional training is also prescribed to increase inter-rater reliability, although the specifics of the training are not detailed.

(b) Evidence is provided that families have access to licensing and quality rating information through various print, web-based, and media sources as well as through community partners in rural areas.  A small sample of respondents (26%) to a survey of 1100 families, agreed to the usefulness of the Bright Futures Information System, a searchable database, in making childcare decisions.

	(B)(4) Promoting access to high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs
	20
	18

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

Score: 18/20 High- Quality Response

The State application provides compelling evidence through key activities and timelines that their High Quality Plan will expand access of high-quality ELD programs for Children with High Needs (CWHN) through three primary strategies:

1. proposing that all Specialized Child Care Services (SCCS) providers participate in VT STARS and achieve a rating of 3 or more stars; 

2. expanding Strengthening Families (SF) Child Care grant programs to all licensed programs with four or five star ratings serving concentrated populations of high need. 

3. developing Promise Communities in extreme rural areas where families will have access to high quality and affordable care. 

 

a. There is strong evidence for incentives and technical assistance for continuous improvement. However, there is concern that limiting Vermont's Strengthening Families Child Care grants to only level four or five star programs, will reduce access to these benefits among lower tier programs serving concentrated populations of children with high needs. 

 

a. There is strong evidence that families who have CWHN will receive additional supports in programs such as SF Centers and SCCS. These supports include full-day, full-year services, healthy nutrition, transportation, family support services, and enhanced referral services. 

 

a. The HQP sets ambitious, but achievable targets for increasing the number of ELD programs in the top tiers of the TQRIS from 596 programs (baseline) to 1220 by end of calendar year 2017.  Furthermore, performance measures show reasonable targets for the number and percentage of CWHN enrolled in high quality programs to reach 100% in 2017.  This is an achievable target in large part because most programs serving CWHN (disabilities) already have ratings of three or above (e.g., state-funded PreK or Head Start/Early Head Start or Title I-ESEA funded programs.)  Additional momentum will come from the proposal to require all SCCS providers (including family child care) to participate in VT STARS and achieve a rating of 3 or more stars. 

 

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

Score: 15/15 High- Quality Response

The State application provides a well-constructed HQP to design and implement evaluation of the VT STARS TQRIS policies, practices and investments. Engaging a nationally recognized research partner, the State will employ a “rigorous research design methodology using multiple measures with demonstrated reliability and validity.”  The research design will inform, “…the predictive capacity of valid ratings and system integrity…and also “how VT STARS effectively contributes to an integrated and cohesive early learning and development system in Vermont.”  A range of research questions will broadly examine:

1. The ability of VT STARS ratings to effectively differentiate quality across diverse settings; 

2. The extent to which changes in quality ratings are related to children’s learning, development and school readiness; and 

3. The relationship of ratings and program characteristics to outcomes for CWHN. 

Data and recommendations from the evaluation study will be reviewed by the STARS Oversight Committee and the Building Bright Futures Council, which has administrative responsibility for VT STARS.


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
	10

	(C)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  10/20 Medium-low Quality Response

The State application presents documentation in the appendix of ELDS that have been widely, though unevenly, used since 2003, called the Vermont Early Learning Standards (VELS).  The HQP discusses the limitations of the current standards and the development of new ELDS. A draft of the revised ELDS are also in the appendix. The new draft standards do address one limitation of the current ELDS, that of age groups inclusive of infants and toddlers. The new ELDS also cover all Essential Domains of School Readiness.  However, neither the current nor the new draft Standards provide evidence that they are culturally or linguistically appropriate for all children including those with high needs.  There is mention in the planned strategies that “a consultant with expertise in early learning standards will attest to the appropriateness of the new VELS. This is a fairly limited method of verifying cultural authenticity and continuity.  Also, while the new draft VELS displays content for other sections, there are only title headings (place holders with empty content sections) that address cultural and linguistic needs of young children and children with high needs, including those with disabilities. It is not clear from the new draft VELS or from the narrative statement that the State has a High-Quality Plan in place for ELDS that meet these selection criteria. There is limited evidence that the current VELS are evenly incorporated in a comprehensive state system or are used across diverse ELDP, although the HQP addresses strategies to improve this weakness. 

a. The HQP provides evidence that new ELDS address the developmental continuum from infancy through Grade 3.  Broad age bands include 0-18 months, 18-36 months, and 3-4 years, however, which make it difficult to communicate meaningful developmental needs and milestones.  There are narrower bands of standards for each school grade level, Kindergarten, 1st, 2nd and 3rd.   As previously mentioned, assurance that the new ELDS are culturally and linguistically appropriate rest on hiring a “national expert,” which may be less reliable than seeking broader representation of content validity through local culturally diverse families and community partners.  

b. The HQP does provide adequate evidence that the revised ELDS will align to the Common Core Standards (Language Arts and Mathematics) for K-3 and New Generation Science Standards. 

c. The evidence provided suggests that the VELS are unevenly embedded in the statewide plan with stronger connections to publically funded preschools, programs serving children with IEP’s, and the assessment system (Teaching Strategies Gold). By 2017, it is proposed that the new VELS will be linked to the States’ Core Knowledge and Skills framework for all professional development and teacher credentialing.  The HQP sets progressive annual targets for increasing the percentage of early childhood educators who incorporate the VELS into their curriculum planning and also for families to understand how these standards guide the learning opportunities provided to their children. Parents will receive Family Guides that are included in the appendix. 

d. In the HQP, numerous examples are offered to promote understanding and commitment to the new VELS.  These strategies include: various types of VELS professional development, a Train the Trainer model to create a cadre of VELS experts, posting teacher submitted VELS –based activity “exemplars” on VE2 (a free resource website), along with webinars for administrators and policy makers, and a family friendly rollout of the new VELS. 

 

 

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

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  17/20 High- Quality Response

There is very strong evidence of a plan to create a state-wide Comprehensive Assessment System (CAS). A cross-agency, Comprehensive Early Childhood Assessment Workgroup will be assembled to address the needs of the system and provide oversight.  Some elements of the assessment system are currently implemented within some ELD programs (i.e., screening or formative assessment through Teaching Strategies (TS) -Gold). Much of the advancement and implementation of the system is proposed through the HQP and is addressed by budget project # 10. The narrative mentions the importance of “partnering” with families, however, the examples emphasize communicating assessment results to families; there is no evidence of soliciting or using family input on children’s development and needs. Evidence of the CAS is presented to address:

· Developmental screening (ages 9 months, 18 months, 24/30 months; aligned with Medicaid benefits) and necessary referrals 

· Formative assessment (TS-Gold) 

· Measures of environmental quality through Environmental Rating Scales (ERS) 

· Measures of adult-child interactions through the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) 

a. There is evidence that the Assessment Work Group will be instrumental in working with ELD programs and schools to provide training and support. 

b. There are broad and less detailed plans for the Assessment Work Group's role in strengthening the efficacy of ELD programs in the CAS. 

c. Concurrent with the development of the CAS, a Data Governance Committee will develop protocols for data sharing across agencies to avoid duplication and maximize data benefits. 

d. The HQP outlines clear evidence for a range of plans for training and mentoring educators, with special emphasis on building inter-rating reliability in assessment measures.  A Guide to Vermont’s Comprehensive Assessment Plan will be developed and disseminated at regional meetings to inform teachers and administrators. Evidence about involving families in decisions is not apparent. 

e. Family education about assessment and privacy concerns is evident in the HQP and all training will emphasize communicating assessment results with families. However, there is no evidence of mutual collaboration in the assessment process. 

 

 

 

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

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

Score: 18/20 High- Quality Response

Narrative and tabular evidence present a complex framework of State and national agencies, programs, grants, and other investments currently in place that address the health and developmental needs of young children, pregnant mothers, and families with high needs. Building on strong, historical models of evidenced-based home visiting models, the HQP provides effective evidence for increasing capacity to serve Children with High Needs (CWHN).  There is less evidence on Birth – Five inclusion and attention to  mental health.

a. Bright Futures: Guidelines for Health Supervision of Infants, Children and Adolescents establishes baseline standards for ELD programs licensed by the State.  ELD programs also follow the performance standards set by the American Academy of Pediatrics, Caring for Our Children (2011). Emphasis is on “strengths-based” family programming, building capacity of families equipped with knowledge, skills and support to access community based-services, as evidenced through survey data. 

 

a. The HQP proposes ambitious increases of 10% each year in the number of early childhood educators trained to promote health standards. 

 

a. The HQP builds upon the Healthy Child Care Vermont (HCCVT) system which is linked to child care licensing requirements for all ELD programs.  An array of new or expanded programs address nutrition, physical activity and healthy home habits, such as, Help Me Grow, Project Launch, Hunger Free Vermont, etc.   Help Me Grow is promoted as a framework to close gaps and reduce barriers due to cultural competency issues that currently exist in Vermont, for example, with the refugee population. Project Launch is described as providing specific training to ELD providers in administering developmental and behavioral screening to underserved populations who are linguistically and culturally diverse.                                                                                                                                                 

 

a. The HQP provides ample evidence that it will leverage existing and requested resources to meet ambitious yet achievable annual targets for CWHN: 

1. Outcomes proposed include increased screening by 15% each funding year aligned with Medicaid benefits. 

2. Increases of 20% are proposed for referrals for follow up services as needed. 

3. Increases in participation in ongoing health care are targeted to reach 5% annually. 

 

a. There is substantial evidence of plans to expand and improve the quality of ELD programs through Health Care Consultation Services that would provide technical assistance in health, safety and nutrition.  However, there is less expansive evidence of focus on early childhood mental health in the activities of the HCCVT. There is brief mention of the Vermont’s Foundation for Early Learning (FEL) Pyramid Model which does support young children’s social and emotional competence and confidence through a personnel development program. There is also mention of hiring 12 (one per region) early childhood mental health practice coaches. There is no specific mention of the inclusion of Birth through Five in expanded activities to support and address social and emotional development. 

 

 


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	40
	32

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  32/40 Medium-High Quality Response


There is good evidence that the current system of workforce professional development has the infrastructure to implement the HQP.  The Northern Lights Career Development Center housed in the Community College of Vermont, is the organizational hub. Twelve Child Care Resource and Referral (CCRR) agencies provide the local regional interface with core training and professional development (PD) resources.  Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) play a role in the system’s workforce development and PD, however, lack of articulation between institutions and agencies often create a barrier for teacher advancement. The Bright Futures Information System (BFIS) has limitations in its current access to professional development data that proposed funding hopes to improve. There is less evidence that professional development opportunities will specifically focus on improving knowledge, skills, and abilities to work with Children with High Needs.  There is also reported “unequal geographic access” of professional development opportunities due to the number of highly rural communities. However, the current HQP does not directly address this concern in its strategies.  Findings from a 2011 evaluation of Vermont’s Professional Development System also reported that focus groups of early childhood providers did not view a coherent system; professional development offerings were described as more fragmented or scattered.

(a) 1. The HQP for expanded access to professional development is clearly aligned with the State’s Core Knowledge Areas and Competencies, as well as its Early Childhood Career Ladder, as outlined in the Northern Lights documents. 


2. Proposed PD uses a model of training followed by onsite coaching and mentoring called MATCH.  The application proposes a 20% increase in the number of teachers offered this PD model.


3. The application references a 2011 evaluation study of Vermont’s Early Childhood Professional Development System (JSI Report) which identified areas for improvement.  However, this report did not address Children with High Needs in the context of a professional development system.  The plan does cite research on adult learning to support increased implementation of mentoring models.

(b) 1. The HQP shows evidence of bonuses and scholarships as incentives for professional improvement which are linked to the career pathway or career ladder, ranging from $100 for entry to $1200 for B.A. level achievement. All apprenticeships, teacher preparation, and professional development experiences are aligned to the State’s Core Knowledge and Competencies Framework.


2. Professional improvement will be enhanced through proposed mentoring programs.


3. Policies and incentives are supported by evidence (see all above).


(c) The HQP proposes to conduct a Biennial comprehensive survey of the workforce in 2015 with a published report; previous efforts to collect reliable data through the existing BFIS have been limited.


(d) 1. The plan sets modest and achievable targets (3%) for increasing the participation of IHE and other PD providers because most are already aligned with the Core Knowledge framework and supportive through the Higher Education Workforce Group.


2. More ambitious targets are set for the number and percentage of educators across settings progressing through the credentialing system and career path.  These projections are supported by evidence of plans to provide 300 Teacher Education And Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H) scholarships to low-income, frequently minority early educators.

 


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	20
	18

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  18/20 High Quality Response

Administered since 2000, the current Ready Kindergarteners Survey (RKS) has noted limitations, such as lack of universal implementation (only 80% of children are assessed) and lack of data about construct validity. The HQP provides clear evidence of proposed activities to address these concerns. 

a. Once the State Early Learning Standards are revised to include birth through 3rd Grade standards, the RKS will be aligned with the new VT. STARS. 

b. An evaluation study of the validity and reliability of the RKS assessment is currently underway.  Data will be used to analyze, among other questions, the fairness of the RKS for various subgroups of CWHN (low income, English language learners, and children with disabilities). The plan does not address strategies to quickly use these data for policy and programmatic changes. 

c. The survey will continue to be conducted annually with the full implementation of the revised RKS in year three of the grant (2016). 

d. RKS data is not presently linked to the Statewide Longitudinal Data System (SLDS).  The SLDS is expected to become operational in 2016, along with a new, fully integrated data system, called the Early Childhood Data Reporting System (ECDRS). 

e. State funds have been used to administer the RKS for the past 13 years and will continue going forward. 

 

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

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  19/20 High Quality Response

The application notes that existing early learning and related data systems in the State are not well integrated.  The HQP presents strong evidence of plans to “build out” a working prototype of their Early Childhood Data Reporting System (ECDRS) with links to the SLDS and other data sets.

(a, b, c) The plan describes all essential data elements and four (4) detailed activities that should ensure uniform collection, and data sharing agreements and file transfer processes for child and program data sets.

(d.)  The proposed data system will provide information to answer key policy questions each year, such as “Is the quality of Early Childhood program improving?” There is no mechanism described in detail, however, for how these data will be made transparent to families, providers, policy makers and other stakeholders.

(e)  The Governor’s Office will establish a Prenatal-12th Grade Data Governance Council that will monitor data system oversight requirements. 

 

 


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: 

Score:  10/10 High Quality Response

The High Quality Plan (HQP) is strong and targets an increase from 74% to 85% of licensed programs (464 in the state) to participate in VT STARS, the State’s TQRIS.  Through incentives and supports, the plan also seeks to recruit a smaller number of unlicensed providers to apply for licenses and TQRIS participation.

(a) The State’s licensing and inspection system covers all providers providing paid care to children in more than two families, as well as state funded preschool programs in any setting. A statutory change will be proposed in legislation to bring the State’s definition of “regulated child care” in line with the federal definition (“two or more unrelated children”).

(b) The State currently mandates that all regulated programs are included in the VT STARS; there are also streamlined processes to increase the participation among accredited programs and Head Start programs.

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

	

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

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  10/10 High Quality Response

The application presents ample evidence that the State is well positioned to build a Pre-K through Grade 3 system with elements currently in place and proposed.  The system aligns standards, instructional and professional development practices, and assessments.  The proposed strategic outcomes are also clearly focused on improved learning and development outcomes for Children with High Needs.

 (a) The revised early learning standards (VELS) will reflect a birth through Grade 3 continuum across Domains of School Readiness and content standards.

(b)  The Early Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS) will be implemented widely across the 12 regions.  This model focuses on the social and behavioral needs of children and their families.

(c) The application points out that the Vermont’s early childhood licensure covers birth through Grade 3, which is an advantage in the development of PreK - Grade 3 “learning communities.”  The HQP discusses partnering with a national PreK-Grade 3 expert for extensive professional development on topics including developmental science, pedagogy, developmentally appropriate content, social and emotional challenges, etc.

(d) The plan will implement models of collaborative inquiry among participants in the PreK – Grade 3 learning communities.  Key activities described include family engagement around Kindergarten transition through print materials and webinars.

(e) Vermont’s Statewide Longitudinal Data System (SLDS) will be fully operational in 2016 and link to other child and program databases.  Schools and families will be better informed about student progress because the PreK- Grade 3 school communities will use Teaching Strategies-Gold for formative assessment and instructional planning.

(f) The application refers to State participation in a pilot PreK – Grade 3 professional development pilot that focuses on literacy which may positively inform future practices.  Vermont is also part of a federally funded project to increase capacity for building a “school wide integrated framework.”

 

 

 

 

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

Score:  5/5 High Quality Response

The application presents a thorough and responsive plan for community empowerment for Vermont’s most distressed rural communities.  Vermont’s Promise Communities is a new targeted initiative to improve the opportunities and outcomes for CWHN and their families.   

(a) The plan will identify public schools districts (Supervisory Unions) with large percentages of children at risk for poor education and development outcomes. These school systems had RKS scores in the bottom 25% in all domains. They also have the highest percentages of children eligible for free and reduced lunch.  Six of these Supervisory Unions will be eligible for grant funds up to $200,00 to develop and implement a sustainable Promise Community Plan to support children and families from PreK – Grade 3.

(b) By the end of the funding period (2017), the State plan describes an impressive array of services that will benefit the CWHN in the Promise Communities and are intended to close educational and opportunity gaps. Proposed services include:

· Access to high-quality ELD program, including fee subsidies and transportation 

· Children’s Integrated Service, including IDEA, Part C 

· Early childhood and family mental health services 

· Specialized child care and home visiting 

· IDEA, Part B section 619 

· Regular well child care and screenings 

· Access to eligible public benefits and services 

Ambitious targets for closing the gaps include improvement by 25% on RKS results in every domain for all children in Promise Communities at Kindergarten entry.  Another target outcome is a 10% decrease in the reading and math achievement test gap between the CWHN in Promise Communities and their more affluent peers.

 

 

 


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

Met

The State's application has comprehensively and coherently addressed how it will build or improve components of a system that increases the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs for Children with High Needs so that they enter kindergarten ready to succeed. Coordination of policies and resources among Participating State Agencies is articulated.  The State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System is functioning effectively and proposals for increased participation through incentives and supports are presented. The State offers strategic improvements in those areas that will most significantly improve program quality and outcomes for Children with High Needs as they address Focused Investment Areas (sections (C) Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children, (D) A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce, and (E) Measuring Outcomes and Progress).

Additionally, the State's responses to the Competitive Priority areas provide further evidence of the State's unique strengths and challenges and how they contribute to the system for Early Learning and Development.

	Total
	315
	269


Bottom of Form

