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Case Study #1: Creating a Comprehensive 

Early Childhood Assessment System

(Based on Early Learning Standards)

The Need

You are part of an Advisory Committee that has been established by the Governor and Legislature of the State of Blue Skies. The Committee is charged with developing a comprehensive assessment system for children 0-5. This assessment system will be used to measure progress in achieving school readiness.

As Lynn Kagan noted in her keynote address, an early care and education system is founded on three types of standards: 

· Personnel - the career lattice and core body of knowledge

· Programs - licensing & funding standards - or a quality rating system that incorporates both

· Children - outcomes/early learning guidelines

Each of these standards needs a reliable and efficient assessment strategy, and these strategies will be different because they address different constituencies (personnel, programs and children.) To be effective, however, they must be aligned.

The Context

The Governor of Blue Skies--Ray Starlight--is a moderate Republican who loves children. A major slogan in his campaign was that Blue Skies should be a terrific place to raise children. He also focused on economic development and strengthening the state's business climate. Blue Skies is facing a deficit and the Governor is staunchly opposed to increasing taxes, so he is looking for ways to honor his commitment to children without spending large sums of money. 

The legislature also supports children, but is fiscally conservative. The State Senate is led by the Republicans and the House is led by Democrats.  While the legislature has not specifically appropriated funds for a pre-kindergarten program, they are aware that school districts can claim state aid if they develop a preschool program for 4-year-old children, and basically support this approach. Child care is largely funded by federal Child Care Development Funds (CCDF), although the legislature has been willing to allocate enough funds for match and maintenance of effort.

Local governments in Blue Skies are all over the map. The State includes several moderately sized cities. Two of these cities (Cloudy and Sunny) are in areas that serve as headquarters for several national corporations. Cloudy has worked closely with its local corporate leaders and Success by Six initiative to launch the Cloudy Skies Children's Planning Team. Sunny has a similar effort. The third city, Drizzle, has lost the manufacturing business that kept it alive for many years and is currently struggling to serve large numbers of poor and near-poor families.

Five years ago Blue Skies established a career development system that includes standards for personnel who work in early childhood programs. Additionally, the State Child Development Office (in the Department of Human Services) contracted with a private sector vendor to create a 45-hour entry-level course that satisfies the basic training requirement for licensing and (theoretically) could articulate into college credit. The State issues an RFP each year to fund child care training provided by non-profit entities. This training always includes the core course, but training in addition to this is inconsistent and uncoordinated. 

The Department of Labor received a grant to establish an Apprenticeship program. The staff person who runs this program is deeply committed but is not currently connected to the broader early care and education community, and her grant will run out soon. 

Blue Skies has a fledgling, volunteer Higher Education committee that has struggled to make progress on articulation agreements. This group began as a subcommittee of the career development initiative, and has remained together but does not have any official status.

There are 9 Head Start grantees in Blue Skies. Each grantee has developed a plan to increase staff qualifications through AA and BA degrees. Some have forged a relationship with their local community college while others are using their local Head Start funds to award scholarships to staff that take college-level courses. One large grantee in Drizzle has launched an in-house credit-bearing course series that brings college faculty into the center to teach.  All of the grantees belong to the State Head Start Association. The Blue Skies Head Start Collaboration Director is housed at the Department of Human Services. She has spent most of her time helping local grantees build relationships with other agencies (health, mental health, etc.) to provide affordable comprehensive services.

The Blue Skies Department of Human Services Department of Child Development (DCD) administers most CCDF child care subsidies as vouchers. Eligibility is capped at 185% of poverty. The Department conducts a market rate survey every two years. At present, base reimbursement rates are capped at the 55th percentile.  However, two years ago the State began a tiered reimbursement effort and now pays rates that are 10% higher for programs that are accredited. All child care subsidies -- for families on welfare as well as working families -- are administered by the DCD local offices. About 20% of the state's TANF funds are transferred to CCDF to help pay for these subsidies.

DCD also administers a few grant programs. They have a special program that awards grants to child care programs that provide infant/toddler care. Some of these are centers and some are centers with family child care networks (and the infant/toddler care is provided in the family homes.) These programs, which must be accredited, are paid a negotiated rate that is higher than the market rate ceiling. 

The Cities of Cloudy and Sunny have also used Community Development Block Grant funds and local tax levy dollars to provide grants to a few high-quality child care programs. The Cloudy Children's Planning Team, and the Sunny Corporate Champions group have raised private dollars and awarded grants to some high-quality early care and education programs. While many of these initiatives use accreditation as their quality standard, this is not always a consistent practice.

The Blue Skies Association for the Education of Young Children raises private sector funds to support a small, statewide T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood ® scholarship initiative. They have also been talking with several funders, and the state child care administrator, about the feasibility of launching a wage supplementation effort. The funders see the value of a wage initiative, and have small amounts of money to contribute, but are worried that their funds will not be sufficient to make a difference and are therefore reluctant to support the proposal.

Last year, in response the federal Child Care Bureau’s directive in the CCDF planning process, the State of Blue Skies developed Early Learning Guidelines (ELGs), that is, standards that define what children should know and do at various developmental levels. The Guidelines were developed by staff from DCD and the State Department of Education’s Pre-kindergarten program. 

Governor Starlight recently returned from a National Governor's Association conference where he heard a speech about Quality Rating Systems. He thinks this is a great idea and is seriously considering making this his key early childhood initiative this year. (He's pretty sure that it won't require a significant appropriation, although he's asked one of his aides to make sure this is the case.)

Discussion Questions

The Advisory Committee is charged with developing a plan for meeting the needs of legislators--who are asking for some way to ensure that the dollars they spend on early care and education actually produce results.  Susan Sunrise, who staffs the Advisory Committee, has also reminded the group of Governor Starlight's interest in quality rating systems--and she's wondering if there is a way to include this in the discussion as well. Essentially, your job is to focus on the process that will be needed to create a framework and work plan for developing the aligned standards and the assessments that will accompany them. Please keep in mind the three sets of standards described above, and the need to focus on alignment. To this end, your group should discuss and report on the following questions: 

1. What are the major elements of the system you will design?

2. As you begin the process of planning an assessment system, what information do you need?

3. What content experts will be needed?

4. Who should be "at the table" as you develop and discuss the proposed system? What are the best ways to reach these people -- in a single meeting, a series of small meetings, or via technology?

5. Who will oversee collection, reporting and analyses of data on personnel, programs and children? What planning efforts/design elements could help ensure that these efforts are integrated or aligned?

6. The Legislature has asked for a brief position paper - a summary of your approach and resource needs. For purposes of this paper, what is the best way to "frame" the assessment issue?

7. The Legislature and Governor are very concerned about the state's budget deficit. For purposes of this paper, how will you address issues of cost-effectiveness?

8. What kind of public education will be needed? How should this aspect of the work be approached?

