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Discussion Notes:

Anne Mitchell:  How did Georgia come to establish a new department for early learning?

Marsha Moore:  Georgia started its 4-year-old pre-k program in the early nineties. It’s a statewide universal program that was run by the Office of School Readiness. We also have a lot of advocates and they started looking at how we could create a less fragmented system, building upon the success of the pre-k program. Our Governor responded to their requests by creating this new department – Bright from the Start: Georgia Department of Early Care and Learning. The idea of this agency was to create a new agency by bringing together multiple programs and funding streams together under one new department. This department has the same status as all the other departments in state government. The Governor also designated a board and a commissioner like other agencies. The purpose was to put an emphasis on early education and to particularly emphasize the education component. He also wanted to emphasize the need for greater collaboration across agencies. It brought together licensing, nutrition programs, the CCDF quality dollars, the Office of School Readiness (pre-k) and the Head Start Collaboration Office.  It also brought together CCR&R agencies and the professional development program as well as early literacy programs and federal nutrition programs.  (Child care subsidy and early intervention are administered in the Department of Human Resources and preschool special education is in the Department of Education.) 

Common focus and common goals related to getting children ready for school is the priority of this new agency. It also helped us streamline our work, our funding and our database system.  The emphasis has truly been on collaboration. The goals of our agency are to set standards within our state in which all of our funding can be pointed towards improving early care and education. Our standards include early learning standards, technical assistance standards, quality standards, etc. We’ve focused on the standards for the last few years, building programs, improving programs and granting funds for new programs based on these standards. It has brought much more emphasis on early childhood in our state and the need to educate children from birth.  It is important to emphasize standards in this work.  Use standards as a way to work with and support families as well - the family and the parent and the community working together on behalf of children.

Ann Reale:  Our new department in Massachusetts – the Department of Early Education and Care - began as a result of the success of an advocacy organization called Early Education for All/Strategies for Children to identify the need for a new governance structure in order to move forward on achieving universally accessible, high quality early education for all. We found there was a lot of overlap between the work we were doing in the education department and the human services department. They had a lot of nonpartisan support from the business community who felt it was important to bring these efforts together. The legislature made the decision to create a separate department rather than being under an existing department. We are accountable to a 9-member board that includes the heads of Board of Higher Education and the Department of Education as well as the Secretary of Executive Office of Health and Human Services.  Before the new department was created, we were given a year to work out the details. Ultimately, the Early Learning Services division of the Department of Education and the Office of Child Care Services in the Executive Office of Health & Human Services were consolidated into EEC.  Responsibility for licensing, early education, and child care subsidy are all in the new department. Early intervention is still under Public Health. We’re about 18 months into our work. It has been challenging but rewarding. We have really emphasized the need for a comprehensive early childhood system.

Harriet Dichter:  Pennsylvania didn’t create a new agency but has a new joint office – Office of Child Development and Early Learning.  We actually made a decision not to tangle with our legislature in terms of trying to do more to ensure collaboration among our early childhood programs. 

Instead, we decided to do something new – creating a joint program office between the Departments of Education and Public Welfare. We did that internally as an administrative matter. We have a single staff and a single management structure. Staff are on the payroll of one of those two agencies but we are fully integrated and coordinated. 

We looked at other states in setting up our structure. Ultimately, we decided that we would not create an independent agency because we’d be so small in comparison to other agencies. That would be problematic during budget times. We also didn’t want to move other programs into one or the other because there were some good affiliations within those agencies that we did not want to hurt. This new model was created in December and began work in January. It has already been so successful that the state is creating a similar model across two other agencies related to the elderly.  What’s included in the Office?  From the welfare side, we have everything related to child care (subsidy, licensing, quality, etc.). We also have the Birth-Three early intervention program and our family support programs. On the education side, we have the 3-5 early intervention program, Head Start, our full-day kindergarten initiative and our pre-k program.  This is the core of our program jurisdiction.

Anne Mitchell:  In these three states, the child care subsidy function is different. In PA and MA, subsidy is in the new office or department. In GA, it is not.

Marsha Moore:  In the beginning, we only wanted to single out the population of 0-5 away from the welfare system and emphasize education. We didn’t want to emphasize welfare to work. We’ve accomplished that focus now and it is time to explore other opportunities and braiding of funds. We Child Welfare and Education do a lot of work together but we are not together in one department right now. Our focus was building a seamless alignment related to education and that did not include subsidy at that time.

Anne Mitchell: What was the rationale in MA and PA?

Ann Reale:  The funds were all going to the same programs even though they were coming from different places for ostensibly different purposes. We recognized that the dollars drove different priorities and we wanted to pull them together to emphasize the common priorities of access, affordability and quality. We needed to bring all three together to assure that we were emphasizing all three priorities at once.

Harriet Dichter:  We didn’t have a lot of discussion about whether to include subsidy or not. We’d already included it within our Office of Child Development. When we created the new office, everything within the Office of Child Development was moved over.  It fit with our priorities in serving vulnerable populations.

Anne Mitchell: What about a broader array of services like parent education, mental health, etc.?

Marsha Moore:  Those are definitely areas that you bring under consideration but you have to look closely at how those organizations are interconnected, what can you accomplish through collaboration and what needs to be under the same roof? We are now looking at other programs that fall under the children’s budget and how we can do this work across multiple agencies. Again, our priority was to emphasize education. 

Ann Reale:  We include parent education and do a significant amount of preventative mental health outreach and referral through our early education and child care programs. There was a conscious decision not to include early intervention because we were taking on so many things and didn’t want to take on too much at once. 

There’s also a health insurance piece as part of that and there was some worry that there might be problems with moving that over. There was enough dissimilarity with the health piece that it seemed better to leave that in a different department.  We have an agency-level group that meets regularly and brings together our department with our Medicaid bureau, public health, public welfare, etc. to work out some of the ongoing issues across our departments.

Marsha Moore:  We brought CCR&R into our department in order to build our community development efforts, helping them to build partnerships on behalf of families within the community. The work with CCR&R has been a big part of our family focus.

Anne Mitchell:  How do these departments relate to other agencies that have jurisdiction over things that are also important to children? In MA, there is clearly a defined connection since the board includes representation from these other agencies.

Harriet Dichter:  In PA, the fact that our office is part of both the Education and Public Welfare Departments helps build the connections. As an example…..We had a big interest in trying to make sure that the very young children in the child welfare system were getting what they needed. We worked with the child welfare staff to develop an initiative to bring the Ages and Stages assessment tool into the entire child welfare system and to support that as a better way of focusing on early childhood development and more appropriate referrals and connections between the systems. We also have a concurrent program we’re working on with our early childhood mental health services with more specific intention of connecting with the early education programs. It has helped us become more integrated and coordinated across programs and systems.

Anne Mitchell: What relationships do these agencies have with community-based planning and governance structures? Is there a community counterpart?

Ann Reale: In MA, we have different community counterparts. We don’t have county government in MA. We do have CCR&R. We also have local community partnership councils which operate on a preschool basis as a grantee and making sure quality standards are set and adhered to. We also have family care systems and programs in local school systems. Our challenge is to assure that everyone is working together collaboratively and not independently.

Harriet Dichter:  We created a community engagement initiative where we disbursed the resources within counties. The entities may be county governments, educational service agencies or United Way. Their responsibilities include advocacy, coordination across agencies, alignment between public schools and the early education network, etc. We also have early intervention in our office and that has local interagency coordinating councils. They work with not only parents but also our community-based providers.

Marsha Moore:  We have community collaborations – Family Connections – that brings the multiple agencies together at the community level. They determine local needs and how to make improvements. These are also connected to the Workforce Development Councils. They also work on inclusion projects as part of our pre-k and kindergarten and child care programs. On the state level, we also emphasize how we share our information across agencies. We have a First Lady’s Children’s Cabinet that brings children’s agencies together. We have an alliance of education agency heads and we are working on a strategic plan for education. We are working on a strategic plan for education. Also, we do a lot of collaboration with Head Start, blending together our funds to work together on behalf of families. 

All of our staff members that are working in the field on behalf of pre-k and child care are based in the communities. We want them to be there and serving on boards and committees in order to help build local collaborations.

Anne Mitchell: How have you integrated Head Start in your agencies? 

Harriet Dichter:  The Head Start State Collaboration grant is housed within our office. In addition, we have a $40 million state investment in Head Start where we provide funds and enroll additional children in Head Start. Head Start is a part of the office and there is a lot of work that we do together across the diverse settings. Head Start is a big player and has a tremendous amount of input across the other programs given its history of family involvement.

Ann Reale:  In MA, the Head Start Collaboration Office is within our new department. We have a much stronger relationship now that we are together. There was no connection previously. 

Marsha Moore:  The Head Start Collaboration Office is in our department and it has been a very successful partnership. We provide grants to our Head Start programs in order to make it a full-day program like our pre-k programs. We’ve been able to serve more children through better coordination between Head Start and pre-k. We’ve also been able to share training across our programs. Teachers are able to access a broader array of training. We’ve also been able to support Head Start in helping their teachers access AA and BA degrees. Right now, we have a committee that is developing a template to create better integrated programs at the community level. Head Start has really been the model for our work in our state.

Anne Mitchell:  What’s different after having created these new departments from the perspective of a parent in your state?

Ann Reale:  From a parent’s perspective, we are working hard to keep them from having to navigate different agencies and funding streams to get higher quality care. Prior to creating the new agency, it was not that easy. It’s still a work in progress so we’re not there yet but it’s better. We want parents to be able to access affordable high quality care no matter what door they go through. We don’t have a quality rating system yet.

Marsha Moore:  That is our approach as well. We’d like to create a clearinghouse. In GA, we had two state agencies that were licensing child care. Now that is unified. People can go to one website now to get more information about child care facilities. We don’t yet have a quality rating system either but are creating quality standards to help parents make decisions. 

Ann Reale: Parents have perceptions of programs right now but don’t really understand about what is available across programs. A clearinghouse of information is a major goal that we are also working towards.

Harriet Dichter: Regardless of the label of the setting that the parent selects, we want every child to have a high quality experience. That is a key focus for us – to build appropriate, high quality care no matter what kind of care it is. We have started a project to create a CCR&R-like counseling service for families so that they can get information about programs across many different sectors. That is a work in progress but we want to implement it soon so that it will be available at the community level and can be easily accessed by parents.

Anne Mitchell:  What would you say are the successes and challenges of these new departments?

Marsha Moore:  The biggest challenge is changing the culture of how our public and policymakers perceive the needs of children – all of our children. We have a large working poor class in our state with similar needs. How do we raise the level of appreciation of children in order to do more for them? The new state agency does raise the profile of children. The challenge also is how to collaborate across agencies. We don’t disagree about our priorities but must show that we are working on common goals with different roles. We also must align what we do together in a way that supports parents and communities. How do we embrace the communities and listen to them? One of the best things we’ve done is to conduct focus groups. It slows the process down but it’s so important to build something with input from our communities. That is an important foundation. Another challenge is the lack of resources to do what we want to do. We must build off of proven systems and get rid of the programs that don’t work. 

Ann Reale:  The success is that we were able to create this new agency and to integrate the like missions of two departments into one department. We spent most of one year doing this work. Even just locating into one office with one mission statement and one system was a huge success.  During this process, we’ve also seen our greatest challenge – not letting the administrative challenges prevent us from meeting the goals of our agency to support young children and families. The packaging and selling the system of accessibility, affordability and quality has been a huge effort.

Harriet Dichter:  Since we just formed in December, we are still learning.  We started integrating our work over the past few years and that has made a big impact. The biggest impact of our work to date is that, by positioning the work at a high level within our state government, we have additional attention and priority focus. The governor has been very supportive and that has also resulted in more resources. We’ve been steadily building our appropriations for our early childhood programs. This new agency gives more attention and priority. The challenge right now certainly relates to integrating our work across two agencies. It has taken a lot of time to work out the administrative challenges but we’ve done that with this new office. Now we must work to have a greater understanding and appreciation of what is needed across programs. Our institutional challenge will be to honor the core of each program and to make sure that all of the programs end up in a place where we can confidently say that the service quality is at a high level.

Anne Mitchell:  What would you say to other states that are considering new models of governance? I should also point out that the description in the resource materials of Maryland is not up to date. They have now moved their subsidy system into the Department of Education. 

Harriet Dichter:  You really need to consider the particular circumstances in your state. I had the benefit of knowing what had been done in other states. That discussion wasn’t a good discussion in our state. No one felt that we could have a successful outcome if we created one department. You have to be highly creative and highly tuned into your own state government, politics and idiosyncrasies. There are emerging models of governance now that we can all learn from.

Ann Reale: Don’t assume that any governance structure is going to solve the problems of a disconnected system. It’s only going to be as good as the people you put into that structure and their willingness to move forward. Any combination of people and agencies can accomplish that but there has to be a willingness to make it happen. Putting everyone in one room doesn’t necessarily achieve that.

Marsha Moore:  The other part of it is that it’s important to get stakeholder support and assure that the people delivering services have input as well. Do they think they will benefit from this and let them be your advocates. That was critical to our success. They also asked some tough questions ahead of time. We were very open and honest about what we were trying to do and tried to identify up front about the challenges and the benefits. As a result, no one opposed the new department once we went to the legislature.

Ann Reale: In MA, we set up a transition team with many of the major stakeholders. We’re still working out how to involve everyone though so that people feel like they are being heard while still continuing to move forward.

Anne Mitchell:  Was there a difference in cost in creating the new agency?

Marsha Moore:  We saved money in Georgia. We didn’t save a lot of money but it didn’t cost us extra. We brought offices together from across the state. We also saved money by having some employees work out of their homes. We were also able to refocus some of our funds where there was greater need. That didn’t save money but assured that we were using it more effectively.

Harriet Dichter:  In PA, our office was required to be cost neutral. This has been an element of the spirit of our working together. Prior to creating the new office, we didn’t have enough staff. When the two departments created this unified office, they gave us additional staff to support our work. In terms of the internal staffing and rent, it was cost neutral but the stronger collaboration between the two departments resulted in greater staffing.

Ann Reale: We did not get any new money for our department. We are getting an increase in our budget for programs this year but they didn’t give us any administrative money to support those new programs. Even where there were savings, we redeployed those savings to programs that needed it.

Anne Mitchell:  How does your department relate to school-aged care?

ALL: It’s been part of all three departments.

Anne Mitchell:  Has there been a change in focus on infants and toddlers?

Ann Reale: We looked across the continuum. There is an emphasis on pre-k but we are working very hard to make sure that we are looking at the overall system and the need for greater infant/toddler care.

Harriet Dichter: Our work in PA includes infants and toddlers as well. We have a new program focusing on high-risk infants and are working towards statewide expansion of it. Bringing everything together and focusing on child development has allowed us to think more strategically about our programs for infants and toddlers.

Marsha Moore:  It has been a challenge in GA. So much of our work is focused on pre-k. We have had to be more intentional in thinking about infants and toddlers. 

Anne Mitchell:  Does creating a new system just create a new silo? How do you avoid that?

Marsha Moore:  Right now, being in a silo is good. There’s so much focus on early care and education. By bringing us all together and separate from other programs, we’re able to gain greater attention and focus. We’d be swallowed up if we were in a larger agency.  Some day, it may be a problem but not now.

Ann Reale:  I agree. We just put together a budget that would never have seen the light of day if we were within a bigger agency.

Harriet Dichter: We don’t have a silo in PA as a result of our different structure. In our state, historically, the stand-alone agencies with a single purpose have tended to get the short shrift in internal budget negotiations. The larger, multidisciplinary agencies have tended to do better in the budget. 

This is an example of really understanding your state and determining what will be to your best advantage. In our state, in our work across these two departments, we’ve actually increased our funding and have been able to bring more attention to the need.

Anne Mitchell: How is each state structure related to the State School Superintendent? Has having a state department helped or hindered your relationship with the Department of Education?

Harriet Dichter:  Our governor appoints our Secretary of Education so we’re all a part of the same governor’s team.

Ann Reale:  The State Board of Education appoints the Commissioner of Education who serves on our EEC Board.

Marsha Moore:  The State Superintendent is elected in Georgia.

Anne Mitchell:  Do the three of you have questions for each other?

Ann Reale:  What is the role of the 90 staff that are working out of their homes?

Marsha Moore:  There are pre-k consultants that oversee pre-k, our child care licensing consultants and our federal food review folks. We’re trying to build towards a case management model in working with our centers. By having our three representatives working together and providing joint technical assistance, that is a big help. Our consultants that provide quality technical assistance also work together with them. We are working on building a wireless connection across the state in order to better connect them to the state office.

Ann Reale: So you don’t have state regional offices?

Marsha Moore:  We have one outside of Atlanta. Also, our university systems have offered some help to us. We are really working on building up our CCR&R agencies so that they really are the hub of support.

Anne Mitchell:  Any last words?

Marsha Moore:  We were the first state to create an agency like this. I’m now learning from my other state partners. It’s a continuous improvement process. There’s a lot to learn and a lot of issues related to how we best support families. We cannot do this in isolation no matter what type of agency we build. I feel a tremendous need to be very accountable and to assure that this is really the best way to go. You must decide how to measure it to assure that you are getting the outcomes you need. Accountability is very important.

Ann Reale: I agree with Marsha. Part of being given this opportunity to forge a new pathway brings a responsibility. The good news is that there are an increased number of states that are seeing the disconnect between the pieces of the system for young children and that solutions are possible. As we start to have more examples of what can be done, it will help other states make these same changes.

Harriet Dichter:  We have all made an attempt to look at things in a different way in our states. It’s a continuous change effort. We found it important to stay true to our focus. Now, we must work to manage expectations, celebrate our successes, acknowledge our challenges and keep moving forward.
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