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Introduction

The first years of a child’s life are the most critical for their long-term intellectual and social-emotional
development. Through state and federal investments in recent years, Delaware has made significant strides
in improving our early learning infrastructure. By increasing access to quality early learning opportunities,
more than 10,000 children with high needs have been served by highly rated Stars early learning programs.'
This investment is critical as economists estimate a $4-$9 return for every dollar spent on high-quality early
education—in reduced health care, special education, incarceration costs, and increased productivity and
tax revenues.

Current Early Learning Landscape
Early childhood education encompasses learning time that happens between a child’s birth and the age of
eight. Under the current system, education of young children extends

across two largely unconnected systems—a mostly private birth to age Achievement gaps start early.

five system and a mostly public kindergarten through third grade system. Differences in the size of
children’s vocabularies first
Over the last decade, Delaware has made significant investments in early appear at 18 months of age,
childhood education. In 2011, Governor Jack Markell and the state based on whether they were
legislature allocated $22 million to raise the quality of and increase born into a family with high
access to early learning programs. This investment helped support education and income or |.9W
Delaware's application for the Race to the Top—Early Learning Challenge education and income.

grant competition which awarded our state $49 million to support this work. These time and monetary
investments have helped identify opportunities, make improvements, and build stakeholder buy-in to
support the Delaware early learning system.

High-Quality Early Childhood Programs and Professionals

e Early childhood programs are a mix of public and private providers that meet all the basic licensing
standards, but quality varies.

e The Delaware Stars Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) is a rating system on a one to five
scale that was implemented to assess, improve, and communicate the level of quality in early education
and school age settings. The system helps to increase the quality of care by identifying opportunities for
improvement within individual centers and increasing access to high-quality care as centers work to
make improvements over time.'! Delaware Stars is a voluntary program. Some states require programs
receiving public funding to participate in the state QRIS system.

e Early childhood professionals are a key component of our early learning system and education and
professional development are critical to their success. Fewer than half of all early learning employees
possess a bachelor's degree or higher.V To help encourage continued professional development, the
state has implemented the Compensation, Retention, and Education (CORE) awards, which have offered
financial incentives to early childhood educators based on Career Lattice and program Star level, with
the intention of recruiting and training qualified educators in the field."
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Aligned and Effective Early Learning System, Birth through Third Grade

In order to prepare our youngest learners to enter the K-12 system, the state has begun putting supports in

place to align the early childhood and K-12 systems.

e The state has engaged hundreds of Delawareans in 21 readiness teams, which bring together early
childhood programs, educators, and community and business leaders to help build strong links
connecting children’s growth from birth through their early education."

e Alignment of expectations across systems is measured by the early learner survey that has been
implemented in schools across the state as of the fall of 2015. This will give parents and educators a
sense of where every child stands as they enter kindergarten. Ultimately the results of the early learning
survey will help the state develop policies that improve early childhood education, K-12 education, and
the transition between them.

Sustainable System Improvement

e In order to make improvements to the system, we need strong coordination and collaboration between
components of the early learning system.

e Atthe state level, three state agencies oversee Delaware’s early learning system (Education, Health and
Human Services, and Services for Children Youth and their Families), making coordination difficult."i

e Other groups such as the Early Childhood Council, the Office of Early Learning, the Office of
Management and Budget and others also play significant roles in advising on and coordinating
Delaware's early childhood programs.

e Locally, communication between early learning centers and the K-12 system is limited. Readiness teams
are beginning to expand and strengthen early childhood partnerships and promote the value of early
childhood education. For a map outlining the government agencies and offices with oversight over early
learning, see follow-up slides.

How the Delaware System Compares

Nationally, nearly 11 million children under the age of five are in child care settings every week, providing a
critical opportunity to support a child’s long-term intellectual and social-emotional development.“

It is difficult to measure the quality of early educational experiences across states because there is no
common metric or measurement. Delaware's recent investments in early childhood education have helped
increase quality and access to services; however, Delaware rates about average on many national
comparisons of enroliment, cost of care, early learning teacher compensation, and academic performance.

e Enrollment: Early childhood education in Delaware mirrors national trends. In 2012, high-income
families were disproportionately more likely to enroll children in early care and education than low-
income families, at 72 percent and 52 percent respectively.

e Types of centers: Similar to the national average, about 83 percent of Delaware’s children in formal
care settings are enrolled in licensed child care centers while 17 percent are enrolled in licensed
family child care centers.

e Annual cost: Delaware’s average annual fees for fulltime care in a center are comparable with other
states.X Delaware’s early childhood workforce, which supports the work of these centers, receive an
income similar to the national average at $21,530 and $21,710.%

¢ Aligning early childhood and K-12 education: Delaware is one of 26 states plus Washington D.C. that
requires a Kindergarten Entrance Assessment, which is used to evaluate whether a student is
developmentally on track. X



e Academic progress: Reading proficiency in elementary school is often used an indicator for a child’s
future success. Research has shown that one in six children who are not reading proficiently by third
grade fail to graduate from high school on time, four times the rate for children with proficient third-
grade reading skills.”V The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), estimates that only
37 percent of Delaware’s children are reading proficient at the end of fourth grade. A child's ability to
read in elementary school is largely influenced by their early education. Although Delaware’s fourth
grade reading proficiency is slightly higher than the national average, fewer than four out of 10
fourth grade students are proficient.®

Potential Action Steps

Delaware has made great strides in early childhood education in recent years, but we can take steps to
further strengthen the work already underway and provide additional supports to improve the education of
our youngest citizens.

Category \ Potential Action Steps Progress Underway Supporters
High Quality Early e Require all early childhood e Stars Quality e Early Childhood
Childhood Programs programs to participate in the Rating and Council
and Professionals Stars Quality Rating and Improvement e State Board of
Improvement System System Education
e Require programs receiving e Compensation, e Vision Coalition of
public subsidies to achieve a Retention, and Delaware
required Star level of quality Education (CORE)
e Increase required professional awards

qualifications, associated
compensation, and incentives
to align with K-12 educators

e Expand access to existing
options by increasing the
incentives and supports to
professionals and programs in
low-income areas

e Strengthen higher education
partnerships to strengthen
rigor and access of early
childhood programs

e Establish and incrementally
expand voluntary, full-day,
high-quality prekindergarten
for three-and four-year olds

Aligned and Effective | Develop birth to third grade e Early Learner e Early Childhood
Early Learning assessment systems to measure Survey Council
System, Birth success and target necessary e 21 readiness e State Board of
through Third Grade | interventions for children as early teams established Education

as possible e Vision Coalition of

Delaware

Sustainable System Develop streamlined state Significant public e Early Childhood
Improvement governance structure to assure funding invested to Council

efficient decision-making and support early-stage e Vision Coalition of

ongoing system review infrastructure Delaware




Additional Resources

e Great Starts Delaware: http://www.greatstartsdelaware.com

e Delaware Early Childhood Council: http://decc.delaware.gov

e Delaware Institute for Excellence in Early Childhood: http://www.dieec.udel.edu
e Child Care Aware: http://childcareaware.org
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