








Case Studies: How Communities and States
Can Link Ready Kids to Ready Schools

An Ohio Case Study

By Sandy Miller and Joni T. Close

"The Ready Schools Project has
provided us the opportunity to expand
our perspective to a greater educational
arena. We are grateful for our new
partnerships with early childhood
caregivers and for the byproducts of
new knowledge, collaboration and
collegiality. We are in a better place due
to our involvement in Ready Schools."
— Chet Lenartowicz, Principal, Youtz
Elementary, Canton City Schools

INTRODUCTION

In February 1998, the National
Education Goals Panel convened
national leadership to address the
importance of schools being ready for
all children. The panel identified ten
keys to a ready school in recognition
that ready children must attend schools
that are ready for them. In 2006, the
W.K. Kellogg Foundation’s Supporting
Partnerships to Assure Ready Kids
(SPARK) moved to advance the ready
school agenda. All SPARK recipients
were required to develop a plan to
address the school readiness concept
within their overall SPARK plan.

To address the concept of a
ready school, the Sisters of Charity
Foundation of Canton, the Ohio
Department of Education’s Office
of Early Learning and School
Readiness and the Ohio Association
of Elementary School Administrators
entered into a partnership to develop
a ready-school guidance document.
Ohio’s ready-school proposal to

WKKF emphasized that “readiness”
is accomplished through the shared
responsibility of early childhood
educators and district leadership.
The “leadership from both the

early education and formal school
arena must pave the way to create
‘enduring ties’ that will lead to
cohesive educational programs,” the
proposal said.

HISTORY

In 2001, the Sisters of Charity
Foundation received a grant from the
Kellogg Foundation to participate in an
initiative devoted to helping the most
vulnerable children and their families
secure the resources and services
needed to ready the children for school.
Although the emphasis was on ready
children, WKKF places readiness within
an integrated system of ready families,
ready schools and ready communities.
The first two years of the five-year
national SPARK initiative were primarily
focused on “ready kids.”

SPARK in Ohio elected to work in
two school districts, one urban and one
rural, to identify the unique challenges
and opportunities of each. The SPARK
Ohio model includes:

¢ Parent learning partners who

provided learning plans and
materials to children and their
families;

¢ Health and developmental

screenings for all children and
referrals as needed;

¢ Work with families and schools

during school registration to assure
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a seamless transition for children
entering kindergarten;

e Work with schools to develop
learning opportunities for children
and families in the months
preceding kindergarten;

¢ Collaborating with local libraries
to provide additional “take-home”
learning materials;

¢ Partnering with the Office of Early
Learning and School Readiness to
determine how to best influence
state policy; and

¢ Conducting evaluations and
assessing data on the SPARK
initiative to determine its
effectiveness and identify ways to
build upon the working model.

In year three, the focus of the national

SPARK initiative shifted from ready
children to ready schools.

READY FOR SCHOOL — READY SCHOOLS

Onhio has more than 4,000 licensed
child-care centers and preschools

and more than 14,000 home-based
providers. Each of these programs
offers varying degrees of education,
health services and family support. That
means that when the children enter one
of more than 2,000 elementary schools
in 614 school districts they have varying
degrees of “readiness.”

The Ohio Department of Education
has done a lot to assure that children
are ready for kindergarten by requiring
early learning content standards
and program guidelines. The SPARK
program helped Ohio delve deeper
into the transition practices between
preschool and kindergarten and
advance the ready-school concept.

In 2006, a statewide team of
elementary school principals,
kindergarten and early childhood
teachers and higher education
faculty was identified to develop a
ready-school guidance document
for principals. The team reviewed the
research on transition practices and
surveyed elementary principals to learn
how much they knew about the ready-
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school concept and what they needed
to do to become a ready school.

Ohio then defined a ready school as:

¢ Ready to respond to the diverse
learning needs of all the children
it receives;

¢ Ready to look beyond “risk
factors” and build upon the social,
emotional, physical and cognitive
skills of all children as they make
the transition from home or
preschool to kindergarten and then
adjust to school life; and

¢ Ready to make a decisive difference
in every child’s life.

After one year, the Strong Beginnings,
Smooth Transitions, Continuous
Learning resource guide was finalized.

Seven topics were identified as
important to becoming a ready school:

¢ | eadership committed to
understanding and connecting
with early childhood needs and
experiences;

e A transition process that starts well
before kindergarten registration;

e Supportive environments that
recognize the need of children and
families to be engaged and feel
they belong;

¢ High expectations and high-
quality instruction through aligned
standards, instruction and
assessment from preschool through
third grade;

A shift to understanding diversity
and differences in family cultures,
previous experiences in education
and ability to support children’s
education by building home-to-
school bridges;

¢ Acknowledging new ways to
engage families and improve home-
school connections; and

¢ Building communities of
adult learners.

The book is replete with examples of
action plans for schools and national and
state models of ready schools, as well as
key definitions, research and resources.

In 2008, the state team, working with
10 elementary school principals from
different parts of the state, created two-
year plans to develop ready schools.

The schools received financial support
for two years, access to a coach to help
develop and implement their action
plans, and evaluations.

CONTINUOUS LEARNING

A five-month review of what has
been accomplished to date provides
some insight into the challenges and
successes of creating ready schools.

Learning #1: Team composition
matters. When one ready-school team
arranged for parents to complete the
ready-school evaluation, the responses
differed greatly. As a result, parents and
community members were added to
the team. What parents and community
members perceive as needed for a
smooth transition is often different from
what teachers and principals think should
be done. The differences in perceptions
and diverse viewpoints need to be
identified and addressed. The ready-
school assessment is a starting point
for building an action plan with shared
understandings of the needs of each
participant in the transition process.

Learning #2: It is important to
work strategically. The school
district superintendent, local board of
education, curriculum and assessment
coordinators and early childhood/
primary educators need to be involved
in the planning and implementation
from the beginning. Some promising
strategies for gaining wider support
include providing regular updates to
key leaders, inviting district personnel
to be part of the ready-school team,
presenting the plan to the school board,
inviting board members to ready-school
events, linking activities to district
initiatives and existing programs and
inviting other schools within the district
to participate.

Learning #3: Data matters. It
is important to develop a separate
transition team to coordinate activities
and make sure timelines are met,
improve communication with families
on how best to support learning at
home and communicate regularly with



the preschool community. Initially, most
schools took on too many goals and
did little to actually change transition
activities that had been done in the
past. By working with coaches and
paying closer attention to evaluations,
school leaders have learned to stop
blaming families, preschools or child
care workers if transition activities
aren’t working. Instead, the teams
make efforts to understand what is not
working and ask for input from everyone
involved in the transition process.

Learning #4: Take time! Some
schools are using their ready-school
funding to hold all-day, off-site planning
sessions with a broad group of staff,
community and parent representatives
to develop a shared vision and goals.
The extended and uninterrupted

time promotes collaboration, deeper
discussion and a greater opportunity to
share perspectives.

Learning #5: Build leadership. The
school principal cannot be the lone
lead. Several schools have identified
ready-school coordinators to monitor
the planning and implementation of
each activity. Some schools have
created committees around each of
their identified strategies. Teachers take
the lead on each activity.

NEXT STEPS

In April 2009, the second group of
schools will be selected to participate
in the program. Principals who were
involved in the first round will serve as

resources to their counterparts at the
new schools. Coaches will continue

to play a significant role with both the
old and new schools and will work with
state officials to determine whether
and how to enhance coaching as more
schools come on board.

Professional development is critical to
principals’ understanding of a ready-
school concept and the use of the
resource document to accomplish their
goals. Next year, all school districts
receiving funding for early childhood
education services will be required to
identify a ready-school team, conduct a
self-assessment and develop a plan for
year-two implementation.

Working both ends of the learning
continuum is essential. Early childhood
teachers and caregivers will be “trained”
to facilitate connections between the
early childhood community and the
school district.

A little funding goes a long way.
Money is needed from private sources
as well as from school districts to
assure that transition receives the
attention it deserves. State officials
are working with local and state-based
foundations to raise additional money
for ready schools. Finally, each of the 15
schools involved in the second phase
of SPARK is required to use the ready-
school resource tool. In this manner the
ready-school work is embedded within
the early childhood and kindergarten
requirements of SPARK.

Each of these things gives state
officials a better understanding of
what is working and why — and what
needs to be adjusted and why. The
ready-school resource document,
Strong Beginnings, Smooth Transitions,
Continuous Learning, provides a
bridge the early childhood system and
elementary schools. It is a small step
forward, but an important one in creating
the best foundation for readiness.

Sandy Miiller is director of the Office of
Early Learning and School Readiness in
the Ohio Department of Education. Joni
T. Close is president of the Sisters of
Charity Foundation of Canton.

A Report on Policy Insights from the Governors’ Forum Series 19






A Connecticut Case Study

By Janice Gruendel and
Mark McQuillan

The gains that are made in preschool
cannot and must not be lost when a
child enters elementary school...The
challenges that the children will actually
bring with them to kindergarten must
be identified early and dealt with early.
In these early years, children develop
their love of learning, and they come
to know the joys and the fun and,
yes, even the hard work of academic
success. We don’t want to lose that.
You don’t want any child to fall away
because suddenly they’re faced with a
different set of principles, a different set
of schools, a different place. They need
and deserve all of these experiences.
Our responsibility is to create an
environment where this can and does
occur and then continue it.
— Connecticut Governor M. Jodi
Rell, Linking Ready Kids to Ready
Schools Forum, September 22, 2008

GOALS AND VISION

Connecticut’s work on the Linking
Ready Children to Ready Schools
partnership with the Kellogg Foundation
and the Education Commission of
the States begins at birth and aims to
provide comprehensive, integrated,
developmentally appropriate services
and support during three important
periods in children’s lives: the first three
years, the preschool years and during
the first years of elementary school. In
2006, the Connecticut Early Childhood
Education Cabinet articulated three
goals for all young children in the state:
¢ Annual, age-appropriate
development in each year, with a
special focus on birth to age five,
based on the science of early brain
development;

Connecticut proposes a seamless system
of service and support in the years

B-9 where public education is a major
institutional player.

Early Care & Pre-K-3
Education

Health and
Mental Health
Care

Child and )
Family Support

Family

Early Intervention

¢ Entering kindergarten with the
knowledge, skills and behavior
necessary for early school
success; and

¢ Demonstrating reading mastery by
the fourth grade.

The Cabinet, established by law

in 2005, advises the governor, the
commissioner of education and

the Connecticut General Assembly

on school readiness issues, tracks
outcomes from existing school
readiness programs and helps develop
budget proposals for early childhood
education programs. In all its work, the
Cabinet recognizes four core “systems”
that need to be connected in order

for children and families to achieve

the goals of healthy development,
school readiness and early educational
success. These core systems are:

¢ Children’s (and parental) health,
including mental health and oral
health;

e Early education and care, including
family- and center-based child
care, formal preschool programs
AND early elementary school
(kindergarten through third grade);

e Family support, including parenting
education, family literacy and family
economic security; and
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Center on the Developing Child

Harvard University

Positive Stress

A necessary aspect of healthy
development that occurs in the context

of stable, supportive relationships. Brief
increases in heart rate and mild changes in
stress hormone levels.

Tolerable Stress

Stress responses that could disrupt

brain architecture, but are buffered by
supportive relationships. Allows the brain
an opportunity to recover from potentially
damaging effects.

Toxic Stress

Strong, prolonged activation of the body’s
stress response systems in the absence of
the buffering protection of adult support.
Can damage developing brain architecture
and create a short fuse for the body’s
stress response systems, leading to
lifelong problems in learning, behavior, and
both physical and mental health.

2008 Cabinet RBA Presentation
to the CT General Assembly:
Goal Il - Fine by Nine

Core Principles

1. A multi-agency effort to building a
system of services

2. Aimed at addressing the whole child as
he/she develops

3. Focused by a powerful outcome: Grade
3 literacy attainment for all students

4. Part of a new B-9 paradigm

5. Framed by RBA

6. The missing and antecedent component
of NCLB

K-3 System Goals

1. Effective, formal Pre-K-K transitions

2. Welcoming, strong school cultures

3. Dynamic principals and school leaders

4. Knowledgeable, effective teachers who
understand the science of teaching
children to read
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¢ Early intervention services
for children with (or at risk of)
developmental delays or disabilities.

LINKING TRANSITION AND STRESS
IN EARLY CHILDHOOD

Recently, Connecticut was selected to
participate with the Harvard Center on
the Developing Child - in partnership
with the National Governors’
Association and the National
Conference of State Legislatures — to
focus our work more closely on the
critical period from birth to three years
as the precursor to preschoolers’
readiness for early education.

One national aspect of this work has
been to report on the damaging (and
long-term) impact of certain chemicals
released in stressful circumstances
on young children’s early brain
development, health and learning. In the
earliest years of children’s development,
chronic exposure to toxic stress
levels can impair the architecture and
functioning of the developing brain.

All children and families experience
transitions in the normal course of
their lives and development. The
circumstances of these events — and
the supports that accompany them —
determine whether the event will be
managed with resilience (and lower
levels of biochemical stress) or whether
toxic levels of stress will result in a
long-term, negative impact on health,
behavior and learning. We see a key
point of intersection between this new
work on early brain development and
the need to focus on early educational
transitions in the context of preschool
through grade three.

A STATE ROLE IN PRESCHOOL TO
KINDERGARTEN TRANSITIONS
(AND BEYOND)

Connecticut statutes include a number
of references to the obligation of our
early education providers to prepare
children for kindergarten and to work

toward successful transitions from
preschool to kindergarten. However, no
single place in Connecticut law outlines
an intentional Pre-K-K framework.
Similarly, nothing in Connecticut law
directs elementary schools to reach out
to preschools and child care centers

to help smooth transitions for children
entering kindergarten. Adding further
to the need for statewide Pre-K-K
policy coordination and guidance is
reauthorization of the federal Head Start
Act of 2007. This act mandates that

all local Head Start programs develop
formal agreements with the elementary
schools that receive their students.

In Connecticut, a number of activities
are underway at community and state
levels to build an effective “system”
from Pre-K through third grade. First,
the State Department of Education has
worked with several school districts
on a Ready Schools initiative. What
has emerged from this work — limited
by resources but not intent — is a
continued interest from the Connecticut
Association of Schools to improve
transitions and develop “ready schools”
at the local level.

Second, over the past year the State
Department of Education has taken a
lead role in articulating key components
of the Cabinet’s “Fine by Nine”
framework. This framework requires
that all Connecticut children are healthy
and successful in school by age nine.
Pre-K-K transitions constitute a key
“system goal.”

Third, Connecticut continues to make
significant strides in designing an Early
Childhood Information System (ECIS)
anchored in unique child identifiers,
unique program identifiers and an early
education and care workforce registry
that allows us to report on the status
of individuals who teach in our early
education programs. A fully operational
ECIS will allow us to examine children’s
preschool experiences within the
context of their knowledge, skills and
behaviors at entry to kindergarten.

It will also allow us to examine their
educational progress through a unified
longitudinal data system.



What do we know about community Pre-K-K transition activities?

(n=37 towns)

Parent Outreach re: effective transit’n
Other

Pre-K Class within School

Mtgs with Pre-K & K students for
Shared Professional Development
Curricular Alignment Efforts

Educ Workshops for Parents
Transfer all indv. SR Children

Transition Handout for Prnts/Chldrn

Transition Mtgs: PK & K Tchrs discuss
Transitions to K Cmte/Council estb’d

Orientation Day/Open House for Pre-K

Taken together, this work will support
the goal of the commissioner of education
to ensure a systematic philosophy and
framework for teaching Pre-K through
grade three.

COMMUNITY WORK ON PRESCHOOL
TO KINDERGARTEN TRANSITIONS

In preparation for Connecticut’s
September 2008 Governor’s Forum:
Linking Ready Children to Ready
Schools, the Office of the Cabinet
reviewed materials from the 64 local
School Readiness Councils to identify
activities to help ease the transition into
kindergarten.

Data from 37 towns revealed that
few school districts regularly reached
out to parents about kindergarten
transitions and only about a third
had joint preschool-kindergarten
teacher professional development,
curriculum alignment between Pre-K
and kindergarten or educational
workshops for parents. About half

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

reported transferring student records
from Pre-K to kindergarten and hosting
meetings among teachers at both
levels. By contrast, nearly all host one-
time kindergarten orientation days or
open houses.

To improve understanding about the
importance of building effective Pre-K-
to-kindergarten transitions, one of the
Early Childhood Education Cabinet’s
partners, the William Caspar Graustein
Memorial Fund, has been supporting
a Kindergarten Transition Institute
through the Connecticut Center for
School Change.

The purpose of this institute is to
provide a group of interested school
districts with the opportunity to work
and learn together about ways to
improve preschool-to-kindergarten
transitions and alignment. Material from
the U.S. Department of Education and
the work of Robert Pianta, dean of the
Curry School of Education and director
of the Center for Advanced Teaching
and Learning at the University of Virginia,
serve as the framework for the institute.

PLANNING FOR CHANGE:
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

During the past 18 months, Connecticut
has been selected to participate in
several national initiatives which, taken
together, could bring dramatic change
to attitudes toward early childhood
education and lead to a public-private
approach to building state and local
early childhood systems. Connecticut
is set to pursue a strong public agenda
related to Pre-K-3 policy, program and
practice improvement.

Over this same period, however,
Connecticut’s state budget — like those
of many other states — has plummeted
from a surplus to a large deficit, resulting
in funding challenges at both state and
local levels of government. One source
of bright light will be the increase in
money for education, Head Start and
child care from the federal stimulus plan
and from expanding federal funds for
key information technology and data
development efforts.

Fortunately, moving ahead to link
ready children to ready schools is not
totally dependent upon new funding,
and we see significant opportunities to
continue our work to improve policy,
practice and programs for young
children. Our plans involve:

1. Including early childhood system-
building and data-development as
key components of the governor’s
newly established P-20 Council,
charged with better integrating
Connecticut’s educational systems
from early childhood through
postgraduate school to increase
interest and achievement in
science, technology and other 21st
century learning content;

2. Hosting a Research Forum on
the implications of early brain
neuroscience for the transition
from preschool to kindergarten
and the early years of elementary
school;

3. Continuing development of an Early
Childhood Information System
capable of tracking children across
service sectors, from the beginning
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of their lives through their early
years of schooling;

4. Continuing to explore ways the
State Department of Education can
infuse a Pre-K-3 framework into its
operating structures and culture;

5. Proposing a statewide method for
early education providers to enter
into formal written agreements with
elementary schools to which they
send students;

6. Hosting a meeting with the Ohio
Department of Education to explore
its Ready Schools initiative; and

7. Finalizing and submitting, for
Connecticut State Board of
Education adoption, policy
guidance on Pre-K-kindergarten
transitions and alignment.

Janice Gruendel and Mark McQuillan

are co-chairs of the Connecticut Early
Childhood Education Cabinet.
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Policy Recommendations

By Kristie Kauerz and Mimi Howard

No single policy change will have

a broad enough impact to smooth
every child’s transition from early
learning into the early grades. Linking
children’s experience before and after
they enter elementary school requires
more than establishing new programs
that affect only four-year-olds, for
example, or requiring high-quality
professional development only for
kindergarten- through third-grade
teachers. High-quality transition and
alignment efforts that effectively link
ready kids with ready schools require
instituting and supporting policies
that provide for a continuous and
complementary set of services and
supports across early learning and the
early grades.

States that have hosted Governors’
Forums: Linking Ready Kids to Ready
Schools are on the leading edge of
policy reform efforts. These emphasize
transition and alignment and support
continuity across learning systems
— from early learning (early care and
education) through the early grades
(kindergarten through third grade).
Below, we highlight some of the most
innovative and promising policy efforts
emerging from the states involved
in the Governors’ Forums. Each one
addresses ways to smooth children’s
transitions — from preschool to
kindergarten, from home to school,
and from grade to grade. Similarly,
each policy endeavor addresses
ways to align policies, programs and
practices across early learning and the
early grades.

One of the most important findings
from the work of these states is that
transition and alignment are not dis-
crete, stand-alone policy efforts. They
are inherent themes or threads that run
through a portfolio of policy initiatives.

Through their work, Arizona,
Connecticut, Ohio and Pennsylvania
have focused their efforts in three
broad areas:

A. Strengthening the two systems —
early learning and early elementary
education — that must align to
strengthen continuity and create
smooth transitions for young
children;

B. Establishing and supporting state-
level infrastructure that provides
the foundation for sustaining
efforts to link and align early
learning with the early grades; and

C. Improving the effectiveness of
the people who are central to
children’s out-of-home learning
opportunities.

Based on the work of these four

states, several key policy recommenda-
tions emerge:

DEFINE AND SUPPORT THE TWO SYSTEMS

Early Learning and Early Elementary
Education
1. Define — then strengthen and
support — early learning as a
system with multiple pathways and
programs that lead to kindergarten.
2. Improve the quality of early
elementary education so that it
clearly supports the success of
young children and better aligns
and links with early learning.
Establish Cross-System
Infrastructure to Support Alignment,
Transition and Continuity
3. Establish governance mechanisms
and strategies that formalize and
institutionalize efforts to link and
align across early learning and the
early grades.
4. Establish early learning standards
that span preschool through third
grade and serve as the foundation
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for alignment among standards,
curriculum and assessment.

5. Build, sustain and link data
systems that support ongoing
improvement to system access,
quality and equity.

Improve the Effectiveness of
Teachers/Practitioners and Leaders
in Both Systems

6. Improve the quality and
effectiveness of teachers, assistant
teachers and practitioners in both
early learning and early elementary
settings.

7. Improve the quality and
effectiveness of leaders in
both early learning and early
elementary settings, including
district superintendents, assistant
superintendents, school principals
and early learning directors and
administrators.

The remainder of this report details

these seven recommendations

and provides specific examples

of accomplishments from the four
Governors’ Forum states. These are just
a handful of the things the states are
doing, a starting point for understanding
the breadth and depth of work being
done to link ready kids to ready schools.

Policy Recommendation #1 —
Define an Early Learning System

Define — then strengthen and
support — early learning as a system
with multiple pathways and programs
that lead to kindergarten.

Children do not reach the school
door by the same pathway. While 98
percent of American children attend
kindergarten, some attend half-day
programs and others attend full-day
kindergarten. At the kindergarten
door, children bring a variety of
past experiences, including school-
based Pre-Kindergarten, Head Start,
community- or faith-based preschool,
center-based and family child care, or
care in their own homes. Each of these
experiences is a pathway to first grade
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and beyond. It is important to ensure
that those involved with both early
learning and K-12 education — whether
they are policymakers, practitioners
or advocates at federal, state, district
or local levels — have a common
understanding of the various paths
children take to school. Across these
pathways there should be alignment
of transition practices, standards,
teachers’ professional development and
credentialing, parent engagement and
partnerships, and quality improvement.

While most states are expanding
access to high-quality preschool
programs, they are also working to
institutionalize partnerships, policies
and practices that lead to kindergarten.
Successful examples include:

¢ Arizona voters passed a tax on
tobacco products that directs $150
million per year into First Things
First (FTF), an initiative that brings
together public, private, state and
local partners to increase the quality
of and access to a comprehensive
early childhood development
system for children from birth to
age five. First Things First leads
the state in strategic planning for
the long term, setting high-quality
standards for all early learning
programs, identifying and funding
programs with proven practices and
positive outcomes, and leveraging
public and private resources to
support all young children and their
families. In addition, FTF established
a state-level governor-appointed
board that oversees early childhood
health and development.
Ohio’s Governor Ted Strickland
created an Early Childhood
Cabinet to unite key state agencies
around the common goal of
promoting school readiness by
setting and coordinating state
policy and programs that serve
children from prenatal care through
six years of age.
Pennsylvania established a formal
link between the Departments
of Public Welfare and Education
in the form of an Office of Child

Development and Early Learning
(OCDEL). This brought together
state-funded Pre-Kindergarten,
state funding for Head Start, child
care subsidies, child care facility
certification, Keystone STARS
(Pennsylvania’s child-care quality
rating and improvement program),
family support programs, early
intervention programs and full-

day kindergarten. An innovative
state-level governance model,
OCDEL consolidates staff, planning,
accountability and funding from the
two state agencies and is led by
one deputy secretary who reports
to both agency heads. As part

of two agencies, OCDEL is able

to pursue a unified approach to
quality standards, program design,
professional development and
advocacy in early learning programs.

Policy Recommendation #2 —
Improve Early Elementary Education

Improve the quality of early
elementary education (kindergarten
through third grade) so that it clearly
supports the success of young
children and better aligns and links
with early learning.

No matter how beneficial early
learning experiences are for young
children, the benefits are undermined
if students are subsequently exposed
to early grades (K-3) of systematically
lower quality. Getting schools ready to
support young children’s learning and
development, often called focusing
on “Ready Schools,” is a fundamental
strategy in improving continuity and
transitions for young children. Ready
Schools is not just a faddish label for
a short-term initiative but rather a way
to understand and support elementary
schools as a system that links and
aligns with early learning to ensure all
young children receive high-quality early
education opportunities.

Expanding access to full-day
kindergarten is an important component



of this work. However, states are
beginning to take a more expansive
view of the early grades by establishing
and supporting standards for Ready
Schools. These standards include, for
example, guidelines for districts and
schools to create working partnerships
with communities, formal plans for
transition to kindergarten and strategies
to increase the quality of curriculum and
instruction in the early grades. Work to
strengthen the quality and continuity
of curriculum and instruction is just
beginning and represents the next
frontier of policy and practice for these
and other states. Successful state-level
examples include:
¢ Ohio’s partnership between the
State Department of Education and
the Ohio Association of Elementary
School Administrators created a
“Ready School” resource guide that
provides goals, plans and detailed
suggestions for ways schools can
be ready for children and offer
seamless transitions.
¢ Pennsylvania has expanded
access to full-day kindergarten
from 32 percent to 65 percent
of children through the creation
of a designated funding stream.
The Office of Child Development
and Early Learning also provides
financial support and guidance for
Community Engagement Teams that
are required to include transition
planning and strategies to integrate
early education and the early grades
into their work.

Policy Recommendation #3 —
Create Governance Mechanisms

Establish governance mechanisms
and strategies that formalize and
institutionalize efforts to link and
align across early learning and the
early grades.

The multiplicity of programs and
people in early learning and the early
grades — often spanning several
state agencies and involving different

standards, rules and regulations

— makes efforts to improve
transitions, strengthen alignment and
ensure continuity complicated and
uncoordinated. With no centralized
locus of decision-making and
management to guide and oversee
the variety of programs and people,
conflicting priorities and standards
exist, resources are not used as
efficiently as they could be and
leadership and political leverage
are splintered.

To address these challenges, new
coordinating and governing entities
are needed to bring together leaders
from both the early learning and the
early elementary systems to establish
common goals and eventually to share
and integrate their responsibility and
accountability. Successful state-level
examples include:

¢ Pennsylvania’s Office of Child
Development and Early Learning
institutionalizes the state’s
infrastructure to support linking
early learning with the early grades.
Ohio’s 2010-2011 executive budget
will create the Center for Early
Childhood Development, which will
move staff from the Department of
Health (early intervention services)
and the Department of Job and
Family Services (child care) to the
Department of Education (early
learning and school readiness) to
begin to align policies, standards
and practices.

Two collaborative entities in
Connecticut have formally
structured issues of transition and
alignment between early learning
and early elementary school. The
Early Childhood Education Cabinet
formally adopted a birth-to-nine
framework — called “Ready by
Five, Fine by Nine” — for systems
development and alignment. The
program has helped streamline
fiscal analyses, data use and
public accountability anchored

in child outcomes through the
third grade. The Governor’s Early
Childhood Research and Policy

Council convened leaders from the
Connecticut Association of Public
School Superintendents, Association
of Boards of Education, the two
statewide K-12 teacher unions, the
Early Childhood Education Cabinet
and the Departments of Education
and Higher Education. This group
provided the venue to address key
issues related to policy, practice

and programs.

By Executive Order, the Arizona
P-20 Council was created to im-
prove and align the state’s educa-
tion systems from early childhood
through postsecondary education,
with an eye toward the expectations
of employers. The council adopted
23 recommendations that address
early childhood development and
education in an effort to align pro-
grams for infants through five-year-
olds with the early elementary years.

Policy Recommendation #4 —
Establish Learning Standards

Establish early learning standards
that span preschool through third
grade and serve as the foundation
for alignment among standards,
curriculum and assessment.

Learning standards are an important
way to identify the skills, behaviors and
abilities that children need to succeed.
Without such standards, teachers,
administrators and parents may rely
on inappropriate beliefs and practices
about what children need to learn and
how they should learn it. Nearly every
state now has some form of early
learning standards for what young
children should know and be able to
do before they enter kindergarten.
Unfortunately, most states’ early
learning standards are separate in both
structure and content from their K-12
standards. To support the continuous
and progressive nature of learning
and development from early learning
into the early grades, standards must
be vertically aligned to highlight the
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notion that concepts and experiences
build on each other; skill begets skill.
Pre-Kindergarten learning standards
must align with kindergarten standards,
which in turn must align with first grade
standards, and so on.
Vertically aligned standards can
then serve as the basis for alignment
between standards (what children
should know and be able to do),
curriculum (the content of what is taught
to children) and assessment (the means
for observing student progress) within
a single age- or grade-level. Thoughtful
alignment results in more effective
instruction in both early learning and
the early grades and, ultimately, better
outcomes for children. Successful
state-level examples include:
¢ Pennsylvania has comprehensive

learning standards for infants/

toddlers, preschool, kindergarten

and first and second grades and

is promoting the use of consistent

standards across early learning

and early elementary systems.

Pennsylvania is the first state

to undertake a comprehensive

alignment effort, ensuring that its

learning standards are aligned both

horizontally and vertically from birth

through third grade. In addition,

the state created assessment tools

that measure achievement and

quantify the educational gains made
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by children as they “graduate” into

elementary schools.
¢ Arizona has a comprehensive set of
early learning standards for children
age three to five that are used
by parents, caregivers, teachers,
instructors and administrators as a
quality framework for early learning.
The early learning standards are
aligned with kindergarten standards
and provide a link between early
learning expectations and school
readiness. The early childhood
committee of the P-20 Council
recommended that the kindergarten
standards also support children’s
ongoing social-emotional
development.
Ohio has two sets of standards for
early learners. Infant and Toddler
Guidelines provide information
about six areas of development
important in the early years. Early
Learning Content Standards are
aligned to the state’s K-12 system
and represent what children should
know and be able to demonstrate at
the end of the preschool years.

Policy Recommendation #5 —
Build Data-Gathering and
Sharing Systems

Build, sustain and link data systems
that support ongoing improvements
to access, quality and equity
across the early learning and early
elementary systems.

The issues of data and accountability
for young children are complex and
controversial. And yet data are the
basis for sound decision-making — by
teachers, administrators and legislators.
Across early learning years and early
grades, however, data often are
scattershot, incomplete, rarely shared
among administrative entities and
ineffectively used to improve teaching.
To better understand how well children
are being prepared to succeed in school
and beyond, it is crucial that more
comprehensive data be collected on
children, teachers and programs during
the early childhood years.

The federal government, states and
school districts need data management
and data reporting systems that can
answer questions such as: How well
are young children progressing in
learning and development? What is
the quality of early learning programs?
What is the quality and how are children
progressing in specific state-funded
programs? What are the links between
various early education programs and
later school success? To answer these
questions, it is important to establish
and institutionalize mechanisms for
the gathering, sharing and reporting of
data across state agencies and among
administrative levels. Successful state-
level examples include:

e Connecticut has a unique student
identifier system in place for K-12
and, in 2008, began assigning
identifiers to all three- and four-
year-olds in state-supported early
education settings. Preschool-age
children in locally funded education
classrooms are already entered
into a state student database, as
are three- and four-year-olds in



a state program for children with
developmental delays or disabilities.
The Department of Children and
Families is exploring its use as well.
Ohio has a cross-agency working
group to identify the data needs and
requirements of each state agency
to advance the use of unique iden-
tification numbers for children from
birth through grade 16. The numbers
would be used to share data and to
study their long-term progress.
Pennsylvania established the Early
Learning Network initiative — a
Web-based system to store data
from government agencies, schools
and early learning programs. The
network allows data to interact
enabling users to track children

and their progress across multiple
delivery systems.

Policy Recommendation #6 —
Upgrade Teachers and Practitioners

Improve the quality and effectiveness
of teachers, assistant teachers and
practitioners in both early learning
and early elementary school settings.
This can be done statewide and
locally and costs little to develop.

The most important influence in any
classroom is the teacher. Teachers’
skills, knowledge, behaviors, emotional
responses and pedagogical practices
strongly affect the learning environment.
Most states have distinct and often
disparate quality standards for early
learning teachers/practitioners and
for elementary school teachers. The
formal education, certification and
professional development of early
learning and K-3 teachers rarely reflect
research on how best to support young
children’s learning and development.
Early education teachers and early
elementary school teachers are most
effective when they understand child
development, diverse learning styles,
social and emotional development,
cultural diversity, effective teaching
strategies and ways to engage families.

While energetic debates are current
on whether to require early learning
teachers to earn bachelor’s degrees,
equally important conversations
are occurring about the preparation
and certification of K-3 teachers.
Some states and school districts are
beginning to address both formal
education and ongoing professional
development needs of teachers and
practitioners in early learning and the
early grades by establishing common
licensure and certification standards,
creating career lattices and offering joint
professional development. Successful
state-level examples include:

¢ Ohio and Pennsylvania have

created teacher certifications that
span the early learning years and
early grades. In Ohio, all teachers
from Pre-Kindergarten through

third grade must hold the same
certification. Pennsylvania recently
revised its statewide teacher
certification options, eliminating

an omnibus K-6 certification

and instituting a consolidated
certificate for all teachers in Pre-
Kindergarten through fourth grade
(children ages three through nine).
The certifications support greater
continuity and teacher effectiveness
by aligning teachers’ preparation
with the developmental stage of the
students they will teach.

Ohio has also developed Pre-K-
Kindergarten State Institutes for
Reading Instruction (Pre-K-K SIRI),
comprised of seven unique seminars
that focus on the foundational and
essential elements of reading. These
courses were developed and are taught
by higher education reading faculty in
collaboration with the Ohio Department
of Education; they are offered free of
charge in 16 regions of the state. The
course content is designed to bring
preschool and kindergarten teachers
together to understand and share
teaching strategies for language and
early literacy development.

Policy Recommendation #7 —
Improve Administrative Leadership

Improve the quality and effectiveness
of leaders in both early learning and
early elementary school settings,
including district superintendents,
assistant superintendents, school
principals and early learning directors
and administrators. This can be done
at state and district levels at low cost.

District superintendents, school
principals, early learning program
directors and other administrators serve
crucial roles in establishing the contexts
in which links and alignment across
early learning and early elementary
years can thrive. They have the authority
to set and implement policy and the
ability to establish high expectations,
not only for understanding the various
elements of the early learning and
early elementary systems but also for
creating and sustaining meaningful and
innovative ways to link and align them.

District superintendents and
elementary school principals are key to
establishing relationships and formal
partnerships with the array of early
learning programs and providers who
serve children in their communities.
Early learning program directors and
administrators are similarly responsible
for understanding the elementary school
system and implementing policies
and practices that help children and
families make the transition to school.
Involving families in their children’s
education, engaging communities to be
partners and ensuring that teachers are
supported in their efforts to implement
transition and alignment strategies all
require that leaders in the two systems
promote strong visions, policies,
partnerships and actions. Successful
state-level examples include:

¢ The early childhood ad hoc com-

mittee of Arizona’s P-20 Council
recommends that first, second and
third grade teachers and elementary
principals enhance their knowledge
of early learning by working to attain
the state’s Early Childhood Certifica-
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tion or Endorsement. The state also
plans to require all public school
preschool and kindergarten teachers
to get the same certification.

¢ Pennsylvania is taking steps to
incorporate early childhood into its
legislatively authorized Pennsylvania
Inspired Leadership initiative,
a mandatory standards-based
continuing education system for all
school leaders.

CONCLUSION

While state leaders and educators break
new ground to conceptualize what

an aligned system of education from
early learning through the early grades
looks like — and what policies should
be enacted to support it — these four
states have collectively identified many
key answers. By calling attention to the
importance of better links across two
learning systems, and implementing
strategies to create those links, they are
leading the way in efforts to ensure that
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children’s positive experience before
they enter school can be sustained for
years to come.

As other states move forward with
similar efforts, three important lessons
have emerged from the forums and the
work that continues in each state to
move the “linking ready kids and ready
schools” policy agenda forward:

1. Look to the experiences and
demonstrated success of
community-based efforts.

While state policy is key to
establishing sustainable and scalable
connections across early learning
and the early grades, the work
accomplished at the local level
through community-based initiatives
and cross-sector councils can go a
long way to ensure that those policies
can indeed be implemented on the
ground with the greatest impact.
Some of the best-conceptualized
policies have ultimately failed because
they did not consider existing local
conditions that impeded putting policy
into practice.

2. Look beyond single, silver-
bullet policies to create instead
a broad-based foundation for
linking systems.

Individual policies provide the
enabling mechanisms that districts,
schools and early learning programs
need to align programs and practices.
However, a true continuum takes more
than just putting together adjoining
pieces. A continuum approach requires
embedding similarities across policies
and programs in both the early learning
programs and the early grades. It also
requires thinking about services and
supports as being interconnected.

3. Look at the human aspect —

consider what policies cannot do.

Putting policy-enacted links into
practice at the school and district
levels require both the early learning
and school communities to work
cooperatively and establish shared
accountability.

The four states that conducted
Governors’ Forums have been highly
successful in bringing to the table two
learning communities not traditionally
accustomed to working together to
explore ways that their collaboration
can improve outcomes for children.
Creating a more seamless system of
learning cannot be viewed as the sole
responsibility of either early childhood
education or K-12 systems. Rather, it
is the willingness and capacity of both
sectors to work together and share
accountability for student success,
supported by strong state policy, that
will make a difference in the end.
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