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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Knowledge Document provides an overview and final evaluation report 
of the Children’s Defense Fund Southern Regional Office’s (CDF-SRO) 
Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness (GTKR) initiative. This initiative sought 

to build upon earlier successful CDF-SRO kindergarten readiness initiatives by 
increasing capacity for systems alignment between private child care, Head 
Start, and public schools while integrating and aligning health assessments and 
services. Over the course of the initiative the CDF-SRO served as a coordinator 
and convener to recruit a cohort of three-year-old students, screen those 
students using best-practice academic and health instruments, and administer 
developmentally appropriate interventions and refer students for health care 
when indicated based on screening results. Throughout the program, CDF-SRO 
leaders and GTKR staff updated the program design and work plan based on 
the changing context and lessons learned from formative evaluation results. A 
late-stage impacting factor on the initiative was the onset of COVID-19 in the 
first quarter of 2020. 

CDF-SRO and its partners learned the following lessons during the course of the initiative:

Staffing and Professional Development

•	 Rely on local ECE networks to recruit 
qualified staff.

•	 Utilize partnerships to access joint 
professional development.

•	 Allow sufficient time for staff recruitment. 

Student Recruitment and Retention

•	 Adapt recruitment strategy to local context.

•	 Formalize recruitment partnerships during 
the planning phase. 

•	 Plan for student transfer and attrition.

•	 Provide incentives and conduct parent 
outreach to enhance recruitment and 
retention.

Student Assessments

•	 Use a variety of assessments to obtain a 
fuller picture of students’ development.

•	 Maintain consistent assessment windows for 
all students across sites and years. 

•	 Introduce new adults who will be working 
with the students prior to assessments. 

Student Interventions

•	 Provide staff with as much direction as 
possible regarding interventions appropriate 
for developmental goals.

•	 Include staff in planning regarding materials 
and supplies to be purchased. 

•	 Provide training to parents and providers 
regarding interpretation of developmental 
screening results and appropriate next steps. 
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Student Outcomes

•	 Incorporate control group data to enable 
quantitative analysis of student outcomes.  

•	 Pair the Brigance screener with an 
assessment that does not change 
with students’ age to obtain a more 
comprehensive view of gaps and progress.

•	 Assess the same students over time to 
enable a longitudinal analysis of progress.

COVID-19 Impacts

•	 Build capacity to provide virtual 
intervention options. 

•	 Build relationships early with parents/
caregivers in the event of disruption. 

•	 Districts build relationships with centers 
and Head Start since they are serving 
the same students.

General Recommendations

•	 Increase effectiveness through adaptation.

•	 Build staff capacity.

•	 Maximize evaluation utility through control 
groups and longitudinal focus. 

•	 Align assessments to goals. 

GTKR staffing and student recruitment dynamics, 
successes, and challenges varied according to 
the local ECE landscape. Due to recruitment 
challenges, the number of participating students in 
Jackson was lower than initially anticipated during 
Year 1. By the end of Year 2, the initiative enrolled 
100 students in eight settings, most of whom were 
three years old at the time of enrollment. In Year 3, 
the initiative enrolled a total of 113 students.

The GTKR initiative used the Brigance Early 
Childhood Screen III as its primary assessment. 

The assessment was administered to enrolled 
students by learning advocates at their ECE 
setting. The GTKR initiative focused only 
on collecting child development data in the 
Academic/Cognitive, Language, and Physical 
Development domains out of the total five 
domains captured by the Brigance assessment. 
During Year 2 of the initiative, learning advocates 
administered the Brigance to 86 of the 100 
enrolled students. During Year 3, learning 
advocates administered the Brigance to all 113 
enrolled students.

Initially, learning advocates were responsible 
for both identifying children for interventions 
and determining which interventions to use. 
Learning advocates worked with a group of 
assigned students and sometimes delivered group 
interventions to groups of students assigned 
the same intervention. This approach created 
challenges such as wide variance in groups 
of students assigned to learning advocates, 
and shortened time windows for working with 
students. In Year 2, intervention activities were 
standardized and restricted to students who tested 
below normal limits in assessed domains. Learning 
advocates also worked to help build parents’ 
capacity to perform interventions at home through 
frequent communications about the program or 
information about their child’s progress. COVID-19 
exacerbated these interventions and caused some 
other interventions to be suspended. 

Despite these challenges, parents and learning 
advocates expressed that Gateway activities 
were beneficial to students. Student outcome 
results also showed students advancing to 
different performance domains as a result of 
GTKR interventions, though the lack of a control 
group and other factors make it difficult to 
attribute this performance solely to the efforts 
of the GTKR initiative.  
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Additionally, the impact of COVID-19 on ECE 
providers and their students was massive, with both 
Sunflower County Consolidated School District 
and Jackson Public Schools ending classes and 
ECE providers suspending service for a limited 
period. During ECE providers’ periods of suspended 
service, students did not receive GTKR interventions 
and parents faced difficulty with delivering 
instruction at home. Learning advocates presented 
several potential solutions to maintaining student 
engagement during pandemic interruptions, and 
pointed out the necessity of multiple sites and 
parent engagement throughout the initiative. 

In addition to increasing kindergarten readiness for 
enrolled students, the GTKR initiative also sought to 
increase alignment of ECE systems in the initiative’s 
target community. The CDF-SRO seeks to improve 
alignment, which includes better communication, 
deeper knowledge sharing, and shared strategic 
mobilization for the purpose of improving academic 
outcomes for students from preschool through 6th 
grade as a central part of its work since its inception 
in 1995. Because of the CDF-SRO’s tenure in 
systems alignment work, they have noted multiple 
barriers to its success. These barriers include lack 
of trust, lack of collaborative decision making, and 
with regard to school districts, inflexibility, lack of 
internal capacity building, and lack of administrative 
structures that support alignment. 

Alongside these observations, it must be noted 
that COVID-19’s impact on CDF-SRO’s alignment 
efforts was catastrophic. Many schools and centers 
halted operations in early 2020. Center staff 
attempted to engage students at their homes, but 
were not often able to reach parents. End of year 
assessment was impossible due to center closures, 
and public school districts have not resumed in-
person instruction. All of these factors have been 
barriers to GTKR staff. Additionally, the contracts 
of GTKR learning advocates expired at the end of 

June 2020. All of this has occurred while COVID-19 
demonstrates the immense importance of ECE 
systems alignment for parents and students, who 
still have care and education needs despite the 
danger of the pandemic. 

GTKR partners and staff contributed to a 
partnership evaluation, interviews, and focus 
group meetings in order to provide feedback 
and recommendations on systems alignment. 
Year 1 evaluation findings showed that partners 
experienced low shared capacity in program 
development, assessment, and training, and 
perceived a lack of ECE systems alignment 
within their district/state, validating CDF-SRO’s 
establishment of the GTKR initiative. In order 
to address demonstrated need, the systems 
alignment findings of the GTKR research are 
discussed within the context of the National 
League of Cities’ Equitable Early Care and 
Education Alignment Framework, which posits 
eight elements around which equitable ECE 
systems can build capacity. These elements are: 

1. Partnerships with multi-sector, collaborative 
structures.

2. Data-driven practices, policies, and strategies 
that inform policy and support equitable 
outcomes.

3. Family engagement and support.

4. Access to affordable, high-quality care and 
education.

5. Coordinated continuum of developmentally 
appropriate care and education.

6. Professional development and support for 
the early childhood workforce.

7. Sustainability and coordination of sufficient 
resources, funding, policies, and practices.

8. Community awareness and engagement.
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GTKR findings related to each element and 
recommended strategies for stakeholders in 
GTKR communities to create supportive and 
effective ECE systems for all children were 
presented as part of this discussion. GTKR partners 
reported alignment wins in the areas of multi-
sector partnerships, community awareness, and 
professional development. However, there are 
still gaps in shared understanding around goals 
and data, family engagement, and professional 
development and support. Some of the most 
pressing strategic alignment issues for GTKR 
partners center around access to affordable, high-
quality care, creating a coordinated continuum 
of care, and coordinating sufficient, sustainable 
resources. These gaps have all been widened by 
the impact of COVID-19 on ECE providers and 
communities. 

Still, there are opportunities for successful systems 
alignment. Examples, such as Excel By 5 and 
the Mississippi Department of Education’s Early 
Learning Collaboratives (ELCs), illustrate how 
systems alignment can be managed successfully. 
Jackson Public Schools and the Sunflower County 
Consolidated School District in their entirety are 
not yet a part of these ECE systems alignment 
efforts, but alignment efforts are happening in 
these areas despite barriers. Additionally, GTKR 
partnership evaluation results revealed trends that 
may signal partners’ readiness for engaging in 
deeper systems alignment work.

While student progress results for GTKR 
participants from 2018 and 2019 where data is 
available seems promising, there are still ways 
that the GTKR initiative’s work can be continued 
through partnerships and other resources. One 
potential strategy is to track both control group 
students and GTKR students as they continue 
through kindergarten and beyond. This would 
confirm parents’ and learning advocates’ belief 

that gains in student outcomes are indeed due 
to GTKR interventions. Additionally, partnership 
survey results and the observations of the CDF-
SRO during their tenure indicate that conditions 
might be prime for the initiation of a collaborative 
systems alignment process and strategic planning 
process facilitated among GTKR initiative partners 
and ECE providers across the geographic area of 
this project. 

Even though the GTKR initiative has completed its 
initial work, opportunities exist to both continue 
improving kindergarten readiness outcomes for 
students and align ECE systems to adequately 
serve children and families. Based on feedback 
from partners, examinations of successful ECE 
initiatives in Mississippi and beyond, and the 
level of adaptive and implementation challenges 
the GTKR initiative was forced to navigate, it is 
clear that the strongest way to move Mississippi 
communities toward equity is not through 
individual initiatives, but through investment 
in a ECE system that displays a high level of 
coordination across partners from multiple sectors 
whose work is aligned toward shared goals. A 
coordinated effort like this would share strategies, 
data, best practices, and where appropriate, 
resources to provide access to high-quality, 
affordable education and care for all Mississippi 
children and families. 



10 



Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness Initiative Knowlege Docuent | 11

INTRODUCTION



12 



Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness Initiative Knowledge Document | 13

INTRODUCTION

To recount the story of the Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness  
(GTKR) initiative is to tell a story within a story. On its surface, what 
the Children’s Defense Fund Southern Regional Office (CDF-SRO) and 

its partners have accomplished over the past three and a half years is an 
intervention aimed at improving the academic futures of preschool children 
by assessing and then reinforcing the skills required for kindergarten and 
beyond. That is indeed an engaging and very necessary narrative given that, 
according to the Mississippi Department of Education’s November 2019 news 
release, only 36.6% of Mississippi students scored kindergarten-ready on the 
state’s fall 2019 Kindergarten Readiness Assessment, a result that indicates 
most students entering kindergarten are not on track to become proficient 
readers by the end of third grade.1 

1 Mississippi Department of Education, “Fall 2019 Kindergarten-Readiness Results Released,” Mississippi Department of 

Education, last modified November 12, 2019,  https://www.mdek12.org/news/2019/11/12/Fall-2019-Kindergarten-Readiness-

Results-Released_20191112

Surrounding that narrative, however, is a larger 
story of the ecosystem of early care and education 
(ECE), within which Mississippi’s young children 
learn and grow during their most formative 
years. It is a landscape that they must navigate 
successfully -- guided by their parents/caregivers, 
ECE providers, health care providers, civic and 
political leaders, and others -- if they are to arrive 
in kindergarten equipped to succeed throughout 
their early elementary grades. Like a river that 
must be healthy to support the variety of plants, 
animals, and fish that depend on it for survival. 

CDF-SRO is not new to this work of tending to 
the larger ecosystem, also known as ECE systems 
alignment. Since its founding in 1995, CDF-SRO 
has worked to improve policies and programs for 
children in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, 
Louisiana, and Mississippi. Headquartered in 
Jackson, Mississippi, CDF-SRO has built a network 
of religious and community organizations, 
children’s advocates, youth leaders, and public and 
elected officials across the South. The organization 
has gained trust and credibility as a leader in 
the area of children’s issues through its success 

The degree to which the ECE ecosystem functions as 
a coordinated and cohesive whole determines the 
degree to which ECE interventions and the children 
they serve succeed.
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in helping to form the Mississippi Low Income 
Child Care Initiative, enroll tens of thousands 
of children in the Children’s Health Insurance 
Program (CHIP), and ensure full funding for the 
Mississippi Adequate Education Program. In 2003, 
with funding from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 
CDF-SRO launched the five-year Supporting 
Partnerships to Assure Ready Kids (SPARK) 
program, which funded and built the capacity 
of Local Children’s Partnerships to coordinate 
kindergarten readiness activities for children in 
their local communities. Each local SPARK program 
was staffed by learning advocates that assessed 
children using the Brigance screener, developed 
customized educational packets based on screening 
results, administered intervention activities in 
centers and with parents in their homes, assessed 
center environments using the Early Childhood 
Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS), and used 
ECERS ratings to craft mini-grants to providers 
for the purchase of resources such as books and 
manipulatives to improve quality. At the end of 
the five-year funding cycle, CDF-SRO leveraged 
resources to continue SPARK programming 
in several communities (Sunflower County 
Consolidated SD, Hollandale SD, and Leland SD), 
where it has continued to educate parents about 
quality care, build the capacity of ECE providers, 
and engage stakeholders in coordinated activities 
to provide quality ECE services and kindergarten 
readiness activities, including for students who are 
not receiving ECE in formal settings.

The years following the end of the original SPARK 
grant saw local school districts and Head Start 
agencies implementing some of SPARK’s readiness 
strategies, most notably, administering the Brigance 
screener as part of their kindergarten readiness 
activities. However, private child care centers 
were being left out of this work; there were still no 
mechanisms for formal alignment between private 
child care, Head Start, and public schools. Access to 

health screenings and services was another missing 
link, particularly for children in private child care. 

In response to those continuing issues, CDF-SRO 
launched the Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness 
initiative -- referred to in these pages as Gateway 
or GTKR -- in December 2016 as a replicable 
project with the objective to increase kindergarten 
readiness and health outcomes for vulnerable 
children ages three and four through a) aligning 
early education and health assessments and b) 
providing interventions to increase the capacity 
and align the work of early education and health 
care providers, parents, and public elementary 
schools. The initiative’s target communities 
included the elementary school catchment areas 
feeding into Lanier High School in the Jackson 
Public School District as well as the towns of 
Drew and Rome, part of the Sunflower County 
Consolidated School District. The initiative ended 
in summer 2020.

During implementation, the GTKR initiative learned 
and utilized strategies to collaborate with ECE 
providers, school districts, and parents/caregivers 
to promote kindergarten readiness, resulting in 
some preliminary positive outcomes for students. 
Other program insights concerned contextual and 
systemic barriers in the areas of parent/caregiver 
engagement, provider capacity, and communication 
networks that necessitated adjustments to the 
planned interventions. These barriers, as well as the 
cataclysmic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
the educational ecosystem, highlighted what was 
perhaps the initiative’s greatest lesson learned: the 
need for and lack of existing relationships, policies, 
and practices that support ECE systems alignment 
in the target communities.
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That reality means that, although the GTKR 
initiative has ended, its capacity-building 
interventions and focus on systems alignment are 
still necessary. With that in mind, CDF-SRO has 
produced this Knowledge Document as a resource 
for itself and other stakeholders that are planning 
future work to address these needs. This document 
has two purposes:

•	 To present lessons learned during 
implementation of the Gateway to 
Kindergarten Readiness initiative; and

•	 To provide insights and effective practices 
for use by stakeholders working to align 
early care and education (ECE) and public 
education systems.

This Knowledge Document aims to tell both of 
these stories -- the story of the intervention and 
the story of systems alignment -- in a way that is 
helpful for practitioners working in both arenas. 
Therefore, the document is organized into two 
sections. The first section is based on multi-year 
formative and summative evaluation findings and 
tells the story of the GTKR initiative, including 
successes, barriers, and lessons learned for future 
programming. The second section focuses on the 
larger issue of systems alignment and discusses 
the local context (including COVID-19 learnings 
and considerations), as well as a recommended 
framework and strategy for future ECE systems 
alignment activities.
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PART ONE: THE 
GATEWAY STORY
The Children’s Defense Fund Southern Regional 
Office (CDF-SRO) developed the Gateway to 
Kindergarten Readiness (GTKR) initiative to 
build upon its earlier successes with regard to 
kindergarten readiness interventions while also 
incorporating strategies to 1) integrate and align 
health assessments and services, and 2) promote, 
coordinate, and build capacity for systems 
alignment between private child care, Head Start, 
and public schools. The initiative was funded by 
the W.K. Kellogg Foundation in December 2016 
and ended in June 2020. 

The Gateway Story presented below summarizes 
the multi-year evaluation of the initiative 
conducted by Genesis Consulting Group, LLC and 
serves as the final evaluation report. The evaluation 
was designed to answer the following questions:

1. Is the GTKR program being implemented as 
planned?

2. What factors support the GTKR planning and 
implementation process?

3. What factors are barriers to the GTKR 
planning and implementation process?

4. What program processes are most 
successful?

5. What improvements in program processes 
would enhance success?

6. What GTKR program outcomes have been 
achieved? 

Evaluation data included document review, student 
applications, student assessments, staff logs, 
online surveys, interviews, and focus groups. The 
evaluators analyzed these data to provide four 
interim evaluation reports during the course of the 
initiative:

•	 Report of CDF-SFO GTKR Initiative 
Formative Evaluation Results, Year 1 
(February 28, 2018)

•	 Report of CDF-SFO GTKR Initiative 
Evaluation Results, Year 2 (January 15, 2019)

•	 Report of CDF-SFO GTKR Initiative Mid-
Year Preliminary Evaluation Results, Year 3 
(September 30, 2019)

•	 Report of CDF-SFO GTKR Initiative 
Evaluation Results, Year 3 (January 15, 2020)

The purpose of these reports was to provide 
CDF-SRO and other stakeholders with insights 
regarding implementation progress, supports, 
and challenges; program outcomes; and 
recommendations for program improvement. 
Copies of interim evaluation reports are available 
upon request. 

The sections that follow describe the GTKR 
initiative’s practices and lessons learned 
with respect to planning and design, student 
recruitment and retention, assessments and 
interventions, and student outcomes. The 
final section of the Gateway Story presents 
recommendations of interest to ECE providers 
and other stakeholders seeking to replicate similar 
kindergarten readiness initiatives. While the GTKR 
initiative incorporated objectives, activities, and 
outcomes related to systems alignment, those are 
only minimally referenced in the Gateway Story; 
they will be discussed at length in Part Two of the 
Knowledge Document.
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PLANNING & DESIGN
CDF-SRO focused its planning on Hinds and 
Sunflower Counties and included the following 
partners in the initiative’s development phase, which 
began a year prior to the grant award: Mississippi 
Department of Education Early Childhood Division, 
Mississippi State Department of Health, Jackson 
Public Schools, Sunflower County Consolidated 
School District, multiple private child care providers, 
the Head Start grantees for each catchment area, 
Save the Children in Sunflower County, and Hinds 
County Human Resource Agency (HCHRA) in 
Jackson. According to the GTKR initiative’s design, 
captured in the Theory of Change (see Appendix), 
CDF-SRO would act as a convener and coordinator to 
1) recruit a cohort of three-year-old children through 
outreach to providers and parents/caregivers, 2) 
screen students using best-practice academic and 
health instruments, and 3) use screening results to 
administer developmentally appropriate interventions 
and refer students for health care when indicated. 
These activities, to be conducted by GTKR staff 
on an annual cycle until enrolled children entered 
kindergarten, were anticipated to result in improved 
kindergarten readiness outcomes in the short term 
and improved third grade academic outcomes in 
the long term. An additional anticipated impact of 
the initiative was an increased level of alignment 
across the ECE system through the mechanisms of 
collaborative planning, common assessments, joint 
professional development, and data sharing with 
respect to GTKR students. 

The grant period officially began in December 
2016 with a planning year and implementation was 
scheduled to begin in fall 2017; however, myriad 
contextual factors impeded and extended the 
planning phase. Both K-12 district superintendents 
who were involved in the pre-submission planning 
process were replaced in 2017, which necessitated 
renegotiation of partnership agreements. Also in 
2017, the Mississippi Department of Education cited 
Jackson Public Schools for failure to meet state 

accountability standards, leading to the threat of 
state takeover and throwing the district into survival 
mode. Finally, that year’s state legislative session 
endangered adequacy of state funding for school 
districts serving low-income children, necessitating 
advocacy that pulled staff and partners’ time, 
resources, and attention away from GTKR planning 
until re-engagement was possible in August 2017. 

The initial timeline for the initiative called for 
recruitment of a cohort of 300 three-year-olds 
to begin in summer 2017 and for GTKR staff to 
administer Brigance screenings at the beginning, 
middle, and end of the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 
academic years, with students entering kindergarten 
in the fall of 2019. The program design also included: 

•	 Annual administrations of the Ages and 
Stages developmental screener, with referrals 
of students at risk of developmental delays 
to health providers;

•	 Training for providers and parents regarding 
how to address areas of attention indicated 
by Brigance results; and

•	 Provision of books and other learning materials 
to providers as needed to address areas of 
attention indicated by Brigance results. 

Throughout the program, CDF-SRO leaders and 
GTKR staff updated the program design and 
workplan based on the changing context and 
lessons learned from formative evaluation results. 

For instance, with funder approval, the 
implementation timeline was adjusted to allow 
planning to continue into the spring of 2018 
and for student recruitment to extend through 
the summer of 2018. For the purposes of grant 
reporting and this document, implementation 
Year 1 was 2018, Year 2 was 2019, and Year 3 was 
2020. The Year 1 evaluation found that, despite a 
challenging context including administrative and 
political setbacks, CDF-SRO maintained fidelity 
to the initiative’s workplan and made significant 
progress in the areas of planning and evaluation.
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STAFFING & PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
The individual hired as executive director was 
recommended by Hinds County Human Resource 
Agency, the local Head Start grantee, where she 
was formerly employed. Announcements for 
remaining jobs were emailed to stakeholders, who 
then shared them with their networks, resulting in 
the hiring of five learning advocates. Four of the five 
GTKR learning advocates had B.S. degrees in either 
early childhood education or childcare and family 
education. The fifth had a B.S. degree in social work. 
The learning advocates had one to thirty years of 
experience in ECE, with the average being 8.4 years. 

CDF-SRO utilized existing partnerships to build 
staff capacity through targeted professional 
development. For instance, the SPARK 
collaboratives led by Delta Health Alliance and 
the Indianola Promise Community incorporated 
GTKR initiative staff in their professional 
development opportunities and provided peer-to-
peer mentoring. In addition, GTKR staff received 
Brigance training through CDF-SRO’s partnership 
with the Mississippi Department of Education. 

The initiative experienced several staff recruitment 
challenges that extended the ramp-up time 
required for implementation. For instance, some 
candidates appeared to be qualified but did not 
have ECE backgrounds or chose not to complete 
the requisite background check. Another challenge 
was assisting candidates who did not have the 
financial means to pay for the background check 
or who lived in the Delta, where the local sheriff’s 
department did not have the capacity to facilitate 
background checks. 

Lessons:

•	 Rely on local ECE networks to recruit 
qualified staff.

•	 Utilize partnerships to access joint 
professional development.

•	 Allow sufficient time for staff recruitment. 
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STUDENT RECRUITMENT & RETENTION
Student recruitment dynamics, successes, and 
challenges varied as determined by the local ECE 
landscape. Recruitment proved challenging in the 
Sunflower County targeted area, where there were 
no three-year-olds in private day care centers, 
only in Head Start sites and at home. There, the 
learning advocates conducted child-find strategies 
with no success. Once they discovered that Head 
Start centers had nearly all of the reachable three-
year-old students, they experienced a challenge 
with parents taking forms and not returning them. 
CDF-SRO’s partnership with the local Head Start 
agency, Save the Children, yielded nearly all of the 
GTKR students enrolled in that catchment area. 

In Jackson, CDF-SRO’s relationships with private 
day care centers yielded the most students. 
Formalization of the partnership with the Head 
Start grantee in Jackson, Hinds County Human 
Resource Agency (HCHRA), was slow and difficult. 
As a result, the number of participating students 
in Jackson was lower than initially anticipated 
during Year 1. A GTKR staff member mentioned 
the difficulty of beginning implementation 
without having the requisite student recruitment 
partnerships in place: “The thing I didn’t like 
about it is I think that before we are told whatever 
centers we need to go to or the children that we 
potentially should have, that MOUs and whatever 
partnerships that need to be worked out, should 
be worked out so that we won’t just be wondering, 
‘OK, I know I’m supposed to be going to this Head 
Start or this center,’ but it never happens.”

By the end of Year 2, the initiative enrolled 100 
students in 8 settings, most of whom were three 
years old at the time of enrollment. Sites included 
five private child care centers, two Head Start 
centers, and two students received services at 
home. Forty-three students resided in Jackson 
(Hinds County) and 57 resided in Drew or 
Ruleville (Sunflower County). Over the course of 
the program, some students withdrew from the 
program through attrition or changing ECE settings, 
and three sites were added (two private centers 
and one Head Start center) in Jackson, resulting 
in a Year 3 total of 113 students. Also in Year 3, the 
initiative partnered with several private child care 
centers to assess 39 students as a control group. 

Lessons:

•	 Adapt recruitment strategy to local context.

•	 Formalize recruitment partnerships during 
the planning phase. 

•	 Plan for student transfer and attrition.

•	 Provide incentives and conduct parent 
outreach to enhance recruitment and 
retention.  



22 

STUDENT ASSESSMENTS
The primary assessment used by the GTKR initiative 
was the Brigance Early Childhood Screen III, 
which learning advocates administered to enrolled 
students at their ECE setting. Each screen takes 
approximately 10–15 minutes per child and allows for 
comparison of performance to the cutoff scores for 
delays and giftedness, as well as to the performance 
of same-age children. The Brigance is designed to 
provide information about the child’s development 
in five developmental domains: Academic/Cognitive 
Development, Language Development, Physical 
Development, Self-Help Skills Development, and 
Social-Emotional Development. 

The GTKR initiative 
focused on collecting 
data about children’s 
development in the 
Academic/Cognitive, 
Language, and Physical 
Development domains. 

In addition to the domain scores, the Brigance 
provides Percentile and Age Equivalent measures 
for each child based on their Composite Score 
(derived from the three domain scores). Students 
take an age-specific assessment based on their 
age in months.  

During Year 2, learning advocates administered 
the Brigance to 86 of the 100 enrolled students. 
Based on their chronological age as calculated by 
the Brigance system, 78 students (90.7%) took 
the three-year-old assessment and eight students 
(9.3%) took the four-year-old assessment. The 
average chronological age for the 86 students 

was 42.99 months (SD=3.28) or approximately 3 
years 6 months. During Year 3, learning advocates 
administered the Brigance to all 113 enrolled 
students. As dictated by their chronological age 
calculated by the Brigance system, 54 students 
(47.8%) participated in the three-year-old 
screener and 59 students (52.2%) received the 
four-year-old screener.  

It proved challenging to maintain a consistent 
assessment timeline for all students. Because 
the middle-of-year assessment was administered 
later than planned, in March rather than January 
of 2019, GTKR administrators made the decision 
to forego the end-of-year assessment for some 
sites. In addition, when the partnership agreement 
was finalized and HCHRA students enrolled in the 
initiative, it was March 2019, so those students did 
not receive a beginning-of-year or end-of-year 
assessment. Finally, the Head Start grantee in 
Sunflower County changed in fall 2019 and ceased 
operations during the transition, which meant that 
enrolled students could not be assessed or receive 
intervention services at the beginning of the 2019-
2020 academic year as planned. These barriers 
resulted in inconsistent assessment windows, 
which hindered the ability to evaluate student 
outcomes across sites. 

Challenges that learning advocates experienced 
while administering the assessment included 
persuading some students to sit still, to become 
comfortable enough with a new adult to 
participate in the screening, and/or to continue 
participation after losing interest or engaging in a 
portion of the assessment they considered more 
fun. Another challenge was staff members’ initial 
confusion regarding how to handle students whose 
chronological age as calculated by the Brigance 
system caused them to have to transition to the 
screener for the next age.
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The GTKR model included other assessments as 
well. The implementation delays described above 
prompted the decision to delay administration 
of the Ages and Stages Questionnaires until 
Year 3. This instrument is used to assess 
children’s developmental progress and determine 
whether referral is needed for a potential 
developmental delay. GTKR Learning Advocates 
administered the Ages and Stages Questionnaire 
to 31 students in spring 2018. Center staff 
then distributed results to parents. Learning 
advocates also administered the STAR Early 
Literacy Assessment in Year 3, in an effort to use 
an instrument thought to be more aligned with 
kindergarten readiness than the Brigance. 

Lessons:

•	 Use a variety of assessments to obtain a 
fuller picture of students’ development.

•	 Maintain consistent assessment windows for 
all students across sites and years. 

•	 Introduce new adults to students prior to 
assessments. 
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STUDENT INTERVENTIONS
Initially, learning advocates were responsible for 
both identifying children for interventions based 
on their weaknesses on the Brigance assessments 
and deciding upon which interventions to use. They 
worked to divide their work time each week among 
their assigned students, sometimes doing group 
interventions with students at the same center 
who scored similarly in a particular domain. A 
challenge with this approach was that the learning 
advocates had student workloads that varied 
widely, from 13 to 28 students. They also had to 
work within the time parameters dictated by the 
students’ teacher and/or center director. In most 
cases, weekly time spent per child by the learning 
advocate was approximately 15 minutes in individual 
activities or 30 minutes in group activities. In 
response to an evaluation recommendation in 
Year 2, the intervention strategy was standardized 
-- learning advocates were given a list of Brigance-
recommended intervention activities to use with 
each student based on assessment results. They 
were also instructed to conduct intervention 
activities only with students who tested below 
normal limits in the assessed domains. In addition 
to instituting activity logs to document time and 
activities spent with each student, these changes 
allowed the initiative’s director to better conduct 
program monitoring. 

A challenge mentioned by learning advocates 
was some students’ disinterest in intervention 
activities, perhaps because they are not used 
to structured activities or because they are 
experiencing challenges at home. In addition, while 
some learning advocates expressed satisfaction 
with the materials and supplies provided for use 
in interventions such as blocks and books, some 
indicated that more items were needed such as 
smaller incentive items (e.g., stickers). 

Even with those realities, the overwhelming 
feedback from the staff, parents, and providers 
was that the interventions were beneficial and well 
received. Speaking about the students, a GTKR 
learning advocate said in a focus group, “They 
enjoyed coming to us. At first, they were crying or 
whatever, but they came out of those shells and 
they enjoyed working with us and they learned.” 
Another stated, “What really made me proud and 
that you knew that you were giving a breakthrough 
in what you were doing, is when they are so ready 
when you are working with another child, ‘Oh, 
did you work with me today? Can I come to you 
today?’” The parent of a GTKR student concurred 
that her child enjoyed the intervention activities: 
“It was a great experience because he liked it. He 
always said he was excited when she comes to 
pull them out of class.” Another recalled, “I think 
she just enjoyed that one-on-one for those few 
minutes of attention, to get some of the things out 
that she wants to do and how she was learning, all 
her things, without being compared to the other 
students.” Learning advocates perceived benefits 
for children from engaging in the interventions. 
For instance, one stated, “We taught some of them 
how to use a computer, how to use a mouse.” 

Increased direction 
also assisted staff with 
workload management 
and ensured greater 
consistency and 
effectiveness of 
interventions. 
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A learning advocate said this regarding the 
positive perceptions of the ECE providers 
she encountered:

•	 “I think Gateway did a lot because we were 
the third person in the classroom or the 
second person in the classroom that helps 
the teacher, and the teachers really, really 
appreciated that because even though we 
were going off Brigance and challenging 
them or helping them improve what they 
lacked in, a lot of the times what we were 
reinforcing with the students, the teachers 
sometimes fell on the same skill.” 

A parent also noted that the presence of GTKR staff 
had a positive effect on the individualized attention 
students received: “...When Gateway came...children 
were able to be alone with the teacher.” Another 
parent stated, “I was personally satisfied with the 
program, because they took out that time with him 
that he needed and to help him work on things that 
he would need going into kindergarten.”

A significant part of the intervention concerned 
interactions with parents that helped to build 
their capacity to help students at home. GTKR 
parents reported receiving regular communications 
monthly, or in some cases more frequently, with 
information about their children’s progress. One 
parent said, “...I know for a fact that I was always 
getting information, whether it was on paper, in 
writing from the actual program, or if it was just 
feedback from what the daycare workers had to 
say.” In this way, the initiative increased parents’ 
awareness of their children’s development:

•	 “I actually learned some of his strengths as 
well as his weaknesses during the time that 
they were working with him, things that I 
didn’t know, that he really liked or that he was 
good at, while they were working with him, I 
found out some things that he was good at. 
And then some of the areas where he was 

lacking, that gave me the knowledge to know 
where to work with him while he was at home, 
since I work and sometimes I don’t have time 
to teach him. But when they called to check 
on him and to tell me, ‘Well, he did this and 
he did that, and this is what he likes to do,’ it 
really helped me a whole lot.”  

•	 “They gave me ways to...make the learning 
experience not only easy for him, but easy 
for me to teach it, like, ‘How can I teach you 
better? What’s a better way for you to learn?’ 
The personal time is what he needed in order 
for me to figure out, ‘Okay, where do I go 
here from now with learning?’”

The evaluation found that some planned 
interventions were modified or withdrawn during 
the course of the initiative. Rather than referring 
students for health care interventions based on the 
results of the Ages and Stages screening, the results 
were provided to center directors to send home to 
parents. Plans to train parents and ECE providers 
on intervention strategies were disrupted due to 
COVID-19; instead, GTKR staff mailed packets with 
intervention activities to students’ homes. Plans 
to provide educational games, toys, and books to 
parents and ECE providers were not implemented.

Lessons:

•	 Provide staff with as much direction as 
possible regarding interventions appropriate 
for developmental goals.

•	 Include staff in planning regarding materials 
and supplies to be purchased. 

•	 Provide training to parents and providers 
regarding interpretation of developmental 
screening results and appropriate next steps. 
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STUDENT OUTCOMES
After administering each round of assessments, 
GTKR staff provided handwritten data sheets 
containing raw scores to data analysis consultants 
in Hinds and Sunflower counties. The consultants 
then entered the raw scores into the Brigance 
Online Management System (OMS).  Data reports 
from the Brigance OMS were then exported to the 
evaluators who uploaded the data into SPSS for 
compilation and analysis. 

Brigance Total Performance scores compare 
students’ results to standardized cutoffs that help 
flag children who may have developmental delays 
or disabilities as well as children who may have 
advanced development or giftedness. Baseline 
Brigance Total Performance data collected in Year 

2 indicated that 27.9% of students scored below the 
cutoff score for developmental delay, 65.1% scored 
within normal limits, and 7.0% scored above the 
gifted cutoff. There was also a statistically significant 
difference in baseline data between Sunflower and 
Hinds County students in the percentage of students 
scoring within normal limits, with Sunflower students 
scoring higher, suggesting the need for further 
investigation of contextual factors.

In addition to Total Performance scores, the 
Brigance screener categorizes students’ scores in 
three domains -- Academic/Cognitive, Language, 
and Physical -- as Below Average, Average, or 
Above Average. Table 1, below, summarizes the 
percentage of screened students (n=86) whose 
baseline scores were associated with each of these 
levels in each of the three domains. 

Table 1.  Percent of assessed students who scored at each performance level x domain.

LEVEL Academic/Cognitive Language Physical

Below Average 40.7 30.2 53.5

Average 55.8 59.3 43.0

Above Average 3.5 10.5 3.5

Several challenges arose with respect to evaluating 
student outcomes. First, due to recruitment 
challenges and the accompanying reduced 
enrollment, CDF-SRO elected not to recruit a 
control group at the inception of the initiative. A 
control group was identified and screened during 
Year 3; however, due to COVID-19 closures, a 
repeat screening could not be conducted before 
the end of the initiative. The lack of control group 
data meant that it was not possible to determine 
the degree to which student outcomes were 
attributable to the initiative. A second challenge 
was that the Brigance screenings are age-specific, 
making it difficult to measure differences in 
students’ progress over time. Finally, the lower than 

anticipated number of students combined with 
student attrition during the course of the program 
means that the total number of students included 
in the evaluation is relatively small.

The evaluators attempted to minimize this 
hurdle by conducting an analysis of a subset of 
76 students who remained in the program from 
fall 2018 through spring 2019, allowing them to 
receive assessments during both testing windows. 
As shown in Table 2, 64.5% (n=49) of students 
receiving both assessments were in Sunflower 
County, while 35.5% (n=27) were in Hinds County.
with 61.8% (n=47) in the fall.



Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness Initiative Knowledge Document | 27

Table 2. Number and Percent of  
Students x County.

 Frequency Percent

Hinds 27 35.5

Sunflower 49 64.5

Total 76 100.0

Table 3 provides information about how these 
students scored in October 2018. Results show 
that 25% of students scored below the cutoff 
score for developmental delay, 67.1% scored within 
normal limits, and 7.9% scored above the gifted 
cutoff. This means that 75% (n=57) of students 
were assessed as either Within Normal Limits or 
Above Gifted Cutoff.

Table 3. Total Performance (October 2018).

 Frequency Percent

Below Delays Cutoff 19 25.0

Within Normal Limits 51 67.1

Above Gifted Cutoff 6 7.9

Total 76 100.0

In March 2019, a much greater percentage of these 
students scored Within Normal Limits or Above 
Gifted Cutoff. As indicated in Table 4, over 92% 
(n=70) of students assessed in both fall 2018 and 
spring 2019 performed within or above the normal 
range of Total Performance.

Table 4. Total Performance (March 2019).

 Frequency Percent

Below Delays Cutoff 6 7.9

Within Normal Limits 52 68.4

Above Gifted Cutoff 18 23.7

Total 76 100.0

As Table 5 indicates, nearly half of the students for 
which fall 2018 and spring 2019 data are available 
scored Below Average in physical development in 
the fall.

Table 5. Physical Development  
(October 2018).

Frequency Percent

Below Average 37 48.7

Average 36 47.4

Above Average 3 3.9

Total 76 100.0

As Table 6 indicates, only one-quarter of the 
students for which fall 2018 and spring 2019 data 
are available scored Below Average in physical 
development in the spring, compared with one-half 
in the fall.

Table 6. Physical Development (March 2019).

 Frequency Percent

Above Average 12 15.8

Average 45 59.2

Below Average 19 25.0

Total 76 100.0

With respect to language development, nearly 
three-quarters of students, 72.3% (n=55) scored 
Average or Above Average in the fall, as indicated 
in Table 7.  

Table 7. Language Development  
(October 2018).

 Frequency Percent

 Below Average 21 27.6

Average 46 60.5

Above Average 9 11.8

Total 76 100.0
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Table 8 indicates that, with respect to language 
development, 88.1% (n=67) scored Average or 
Above Average in the spring, compared with 72.3% 
(n=55) in the fall.

Table 8. Language Development  
(March 2019).

 Frequency Percent

 Above Average 34 44.7

Average 33 43.4

Below Average 9 11.8

Total 76 100.0

With respect to academic/cognitive development, 
61.8% (n=47) of fall students who persisted until 
the spring scored Average or Above Average in fall 
2018, as indicated in Table 9.

Table 9. Academic/Cognitive Development 
(October 2018).

 Frequency Percent

 Below Average 29 38.2

Average 44 57.9

Above Average 3 3.9

Total 76 100.0

With respect to academic/cognitive development, 
as indicated in Table 10, 73.6% (n=56) of 
students assessed both in the fall and spring 
scored Average or Above Average in the spring, 
compared with 61.8% (n=47) in the fall.

Table 10. Academic/Cognitive Development 
(March 2019).

 Frequency Percent

Above Average 9 11.8

Average 47 61.8

Below Average 20 26.3

Total 76 100.0

While these comparisons appear promising, 
incorporating data from a control group or norms 
based on a comparable sample are required to 
determine to what extent the differences between 
fall and spring assessment results are attributable 
to the intervention versus a) maturity due to 
increased age and/or b) increased familiarity with 
the assessment due to repeated screening. 

Qualitative data obtained from staff, parents, 
and partners indicated that they considered 
students’ progress to be positively influenced by 
their participation in the GTKR initiative. When 
staff and partner respondents were asked on the 
Year 2 online survey to “identify the initiative’s 
most significant accomplishment within the last 
twelve months,” one partner responded: “The 
children being able to make an improvement in 
learning.” One GTKR was hired by an initiative 
site following the conclusion of the initiative and 
stated in a focus group:

•	 “The site that I’m at now…, I’m still working 
with some of the three-year-olds that we had 
at the start of the program. They’re five years 

Staff, parents, 
and partners 
indicated that 
they considered 
students’ progress 
to be positively 
influenced by their 
participation in the 
GTKR initiative.
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old now. I’m seeing the progress they have 
made in the last two years. They’re at the top 
of their class. They’re way ahead of the other 
children. I’m very pleased with it. 

Learning advocates reported interactions in which 
parents/caregivers attributed their children’s 
progress to participation in the GTKR initiative: 

•	 “I did get two parents to tell me that it helped.”

•	 “I had two exceptional ones…[including] a 
gifted one who I started off in the home 
with, and when she got into the public 
school, everybody was just blown away 
with how bright she was. And that’s why I 
say the program works. If you give it time, 
it really works.”

At the conclusion of the program, a parent reported 
in the focus group about her child’s transition to 
kindergarten: “His transition is going really well. His 
teacher says he’s actually comprehending a little bit 
above his level now, and his...skills are wonderful.” 
Another stated, “I will say Gateway helped us 
because he was more excited to learn what he was 
supposed to, because when he was pre-K, they 
didn’t do as much, they did work but not as much 
as they do in kindergarten and they are not required 
to know as much, but he was ready.”

One learning advocate drew the connection 
between ECE interventions and the ultimate 
student outcome success on state-mandated 
standardized tests. She said: 

•	 “Mississippi needs more learning advocates or 
our kids will not be prepared at all, from what 
I’ve seen, especially not in the poor community. 
Because that’s where I want to work. I want 
to work in that community because our kids 
can excel, and if they had more programs like 
this, their scores on the tests that they take, 
the MAAP [Mississippi Academic Assessment 
Program], would be much higher.”

Lessons:

•	 Incorporate control group data to enable 
quantitative analysis of student outcomes.  

•	 Pair the Brigance screener with an 
assessment that does not change 
with students’ age to obtain a more 
comprehensive view of gaps and progress.

•	 Assess the same students over time to 
enable a longitudinal analysis of progress.
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COVID-19 IMPACTS
The impact of COVID-19 pandemic on ECE providers and the students they serve can not be overstated, as 
described in the following reports: 

•	 “Data show Mississippi’s childcare centers, 
not including Head Start/Early Head Start, 
are experiencing great financial need 
because of center closures, low enrollment, 
and lost revenues.”2

•	 “The effects that child care centers have 
experienced are extensive. While many are 
closed due to an inability to retain staff, 
a drop in enrollment or the inability to 
obtain equipment and supplies they need 
to operate, many centers remain open 
to continue serving children of essential 
workers and to provide needed services to 
children who rely on their care and their 
center’s resources.”3

•	 “Many child care programs were forced to 
close for a period of time, and while many 
have since reopened, they are operating 
with decreased enrollment and increased 
instability due to the ongoing impacts of 
the pandemic.”4 

•	 “The Mississippi Department of Human 
Services (MDHS) has dedicated more than 
$50 million to assist child care providers 
and families in need of child care in a safe, 
healthy environment during the COVID-19 
pandemic. MDHS’ Division of Early Childhood 
Care and Development (DECCD) made child 
care providers a priority when the pandemic 
caused many child care centers to close. 
Through training and financial assistance, 
roughly half have reopened and others are 
being trained on how to operate safely 
during a pandemic.”5 

•	 “Across the state, 42% of centers have lost 
at least half of their revenue and 51% cannot 
currently pay even half of their monthly 
expenses…”6 

2 Center for Research Evaluation, “Impact of 

COVID-19 on Mississippi Childcare Centers,” 

Early Success, last modified May 2020,  https://

legacy.earlysuccess.org/sites/default/files/

KelloggSummaryv5FINALChildCareCOVI19.pdf

3 Mississippi Low-Income Child Care Initiative, “MLICCI 

E-News & Updates,” MLICCI, last modified April 2020,  

https://myemail.constantcontact.com/MLICCI-April-

Update--Advocacy-during-COVID-19.html?soid=112163188

2233&aid=qAaN7_EMJ4c

4 Simon Workman and Steven Jessen-Howard, “The True 

Cost of Providing Safe Child Care During the Coronavirus 

Pandemic,” Center for American Progress, last modified 

September 3, 2020, https://www.americanprogress.org/

issues/early-childhood/reports/2020/09/03/489900/

true-cost-providing-safe-child-care-coronavirus-

pandemic/

5 “MDHS Provides Millions to Help Child Care Providers 

and Parents during Pandemic,” Red Hills MS News, last 

modified August 10, 2020,  MDHS provides millions to 

help child care providers and parents during pandemic

6 Anna Wolfe, “Despite some help, over half of 

Mississippi’s child care centers have closed as 

they struggle to remain solvent amid COVID-19,” 

Mississippi Today, last modified June 1, 2020, https://

mississippitoday.org/2020/06/01/mississippi-child-care-

centers-face-closures-due-to-coronavirus/
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All GTKR providers closed in spring 2020 and, while 
some were able to open relatively quickly after only 
two weeks, at least one center closed permanently. 
In addition, schools closed -- while they reopened 
in Sunflower County in the fall, at the time of this 
writing (December 2020), schools in Jackson 
have not reopened and elementary schools are 
scheduled to reopen in January. Learning advocates 
made the following statements regarding the 
impact of COVID-19 on their host sites:

•	 “Well, one of my daycares is closed for 
good now.”

•	 “At the daycare that I was going to...they shut 
down also, and the school shut down.”

•	 “The one that I worked at, they closed for 
maybe a couple of weeks and the first of that 
next month, they opened back up.”

Of the four parents who spoke in the post-initiative 
focus group about impact of COVID-19 on their 
children’s ECE providers, one said the center 
closed permanently, one said the center never 
closed, one said the center closed for an extended 
period, and one said the center closed briefly and 
now hosts virtual learning on-site for children 
whose parents have to work. That parent stated, 
“For a second, I took him out of [the center] for 
a month and put him on virtual, because I was 
scared of COVID once they first started back. But I 
got frustrated with that virtual stuff and I sent him 
back to the school.”

In addition to some students not being able to 
receive instruction or GTKR interventions, the 
impacts of COVID-19 on households meant that 
parents/caregivers had very little bandwidth to 
promote learning at home for their youngest 
children, even after receiving GTKR at-home 
instructional packets in the mail. One learning 
advocate stated, “When we would call, they really 
weren’t interested in doing packets right now. They 

had all their kids at home, maybe not just one, but 
some of them still had to work, and we didn’t get 
no success with the packets or information.” 

In hindsight, multiple learning advocates suggested 
that they could have used virtual learning 
technology or packet pick-up to continue to provide 
intervention activities to students during the height 
of the pandemic. One stated, “Maybe we could 
have done virtual through Zoom, because we could 
have still taught. Most of them that’s at home now 
with public school are the new kids and we could 
have been still teaching them.” Another suggested, 
“Maybe...they could have picked up some packets at 
the [CDF-SRO headquarters].” 

COVID-19 also underscored the necessity of 
getting parents involved in the program from the 
beginning, because when disaster struck and those 
relationships were needed, it was difficult to build 
them. One learning advocate suggested, “I think 
next time we should be able to have something at 
each center, so we can talk to [the parents].” Later, 
she elaborated: 

•	 “If the program was to start over, I think that 
from the beginning we should have, not an 
interview, but a one-on-one talk with each 
parent, so we can get to know them because 
we really didn’t get a chance to personally 
meet some of them besides over the phone. 
And sometimes they were confused then, or 
just didn’t have time.”

Lessons:

•	 Build capacity to provide virtual intervention 
options. 

•	 Build relationships early with parents/
caregivers in the event of disruption. 

•	 Districts build relationships with centers 
and Head Start since they are serving the 
same students. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
In addition to the component-specific lessons offered above, the following are more general 
recommendations for effective kindergarten readiness programming. 

•	 Increase Effectiveness through Adaptation 
The GTKR initiative’s implementation phase 
was marked by multiple challenges with 
regard to partner relationships, student 
and staff recruitment, assessments, 
and interventions. Adaptation to these 
challenges involved a process in which staff, 
stakeholders, and the evaluator worked 
together to obtain and analyze information 
about implementation challenges in order to 
make program adaptations where indicated.  

•	 Build Staff Capacity 
Evaluation data indicated several areas in 
which additional staff capacity was needed, 
including how to support students with 
specific areas of need, structure intervention 
time to prioritize students’ greatest needs, 
participate in monitoring and evaluation 
functions, as well as other areas. Partnerships 
with other ECE stakeholders enabled CDF-
SRO to leverage additional professional 
development opportunities for initiative staff. 

•	 Maximize Evaluation Utility through Control 
Groups and Longitudinal Focus 
While results appear encouraging with regard 
to student progress for students for whom 
fall 2018 and spring 2019 data are available, 
it is difficult to attribute progress to the 
GTKR intervention without a control group. 
In response, the GTKR initiative recruited a 
control group of comparably aged students 
in Hinds County to assess during the 2019-
2020 academic year, though the final 
assessment was not possible due to COVID-

19-related closures. Also, while anecdotal and 
preliminary quantitative evidence suggests 
that the GTKR initiative positively influences 
student outcomes, studies that follow 
students after ECE interventions are more 
useful in assessing program effectiveness. 

•	 Align Assessments to Goals 
A challenge of using the Brigance screener 
as a pre- and post-test was that the screener 
changes based on the age of the student. 
In addition, an assumption underlying the 
GTKR program model was that, by helping 
students develop skills screened by the 
Brigance, program staff were simultaneously 
developing the skills necessary for success 
in kindergarten and the early elementary 
grades. That alignment cannot, however, 
be substantiated without measuring the 
degree of correlation between students’ 
Brigance performance and their kindergarten 
outcomes. In response, the GTKR initiative 
adopted the STAR Early Literacy assessment 
in order to obtain standardized kindergarten 
readiness data. It is recommended that post-
intervention assessments of GTKR students 
and the control group continue at least 
through students’ kindergarten years in order 
to gain a fuller picture of how the initiative 
may influence student outcomes.   
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PART TWO:  
THE JOURNEY TO 
SYSTEMS ALIGNMENT 
A purpose of the Gateway to Kindergarten 
Readiness (GTKR) initiative, in addition to the 
objective of increasing kindergarten readiness for 
enrolled students, was to increase the degree of 
alignment across the early care and education 
(ECE) ecosystem by testing and documenting  
implementation strategies with the potential 
to inform alignment both here and in other 
communities. Through this Knowledge Document, 
CDF-SRO seeks to capture and disseminate 
insights that may be of interest to other 
stakeholders, including parents, center owners/
operators, K-12 administrators, grantmakers, and 
others. Alignment -- sharing communication, 
relationships, knowledge, resources, and common 
strategies between ECE and public schools with 
the goal of improving academic outcomes for all 
students from preschool through 6th grade -- is 
and has been central to the work of the Children’s 
Defense Fund Southern Regional Office (CDF-
SRO) since its inception in 1995. It is a thread that 
has run through all of the organization’s ECE work, 
from support for the Mississippi Low Income Child 
Care Initiative to SPARK to GTKR. Significantly, 
CDF-SRO’s alignment activities, like all of its 
activities, have their root in the notion of equity: 
systems are not effective unless and until they 
work for all children, especially the most vulnerable 
children, including those in communities that have 
been historically marginalized. 

The reality that young children move yearly, and 
even during the course of a single day, between 
multiple ECE environments means that there is an 
inescapable relationship between K-12 institutions 
and ECE providers. Schools need daycare centers 

and vice versa, but there is often a relationship 
between them characterized by distrust on the 
part of ECE providers and, on the K-12 side, a lack 
of attention to how to integrate ECE stakeholders 
with the K-12 community. During the course of its 
work over the last 25 years, CDF-SRO has noted 
multiple barriers to systems alignment resulting 
in difficulty getting all stakeholders to the table. 
Those barriers include distrust, lack of truly 
collaborative decision making, and, on the part of 
school districts, lack of internal capacity building, 
flexibility, and administrative structures that 
support alignment with early childhood education.

During the final months of the GTKR initiative, 
the COVID-19 pandemic had a catastrophic 
effect on the target communities’ ECE systems. 
All schools and centers halted operations in 
March 2020, making it impossible for GTKR 
to conduct interventions with students. Staff 
mailed educational packets to students’ homes 
containing the suggested intervention activities 
based on students’ assessment results but were 
not able to reach most parents by phone to 
follow up and confirm receipt and home-based 
learning. Final end-of-year assessments were 
impossible because centers were not back open 
at the conclusion of the academic year and one 
closed permanently. When GTKR sites did open, 
it was with limited access due to COVID-19, which 
meant GTKR staff still could not visit. At the time 
of this writing, Jackson Public Schools is still only 
offering virtual instruction and has not given any 
indication as to whether and when students will 
return to in-person learning. In the meantime, the 
contracts of GTKR learning advocates expired at 
the end of June 2020.  

This post-COVID-19 reality has highlighted the 
critical importance of ECE systems alignment. 
Some Mississippi districts, such as Madison County, 
were able to pivot quickly to create an ECE 
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safety net, particularly for students whose parents worked outside of the home and needed facilities with 
the personnel and technological capability to supervise and facilitate online learning. In those districts, K-12 
educational systems have existing relationships with providers that, in the COVID-19 environment, translated 
into professional development for ECE providers regarding the K-12 virtual learning environment as well as 
seamless transitions for students to virtual learning settings. Had Jackson and Sunflower County developed 
similarly effective partnerships with ECE providers and a coordinated system of services, they could more 
seamlessly provide professional development and instructional support for providers so they could effectively 
support students’ instructional needs. COVID-19 meant that these centers became part of the continuum of 
virtual learning -- they now served school-age children beyond the typical after-school hours and needed to 
provide instructional support for these students, but without access to lesson plans, teacher contact info, and 
other necessary resources and supports. 

In light of this reality, the sections that follow draw upon findings from the GTKR evaluation to present 
stakeholders’ insights and recommendations, as well as the initiative’s lessons learned, regarding systems 
alignment. In addition to interview and focus group data, these findings include data from a Partnership 
Survey (see Appendix) created by the evaluators to obtain quantitative and qualitative data regarding the 
state of the GTKR partnership as well as partners’ perceptions of the GTKR initiative and the larger ECE 
ecosystem including the state of alignment. The partnership survey was sent via email and respondents 
completed the survey electronically. Partnership survey respondents were affiliated with CDF-SRO, Mississippi 
Department of Education, Mississippi State Department of Health, public school districts, ECE providers, and 
independent contractors. Table 11 summarizes the number of survey respondents for each of the four survey 
administrations, as well as self-reported information about their level of engagement in the GTKR initiative. 

Table 11.  Partnership Survey Respondents.

Year 1  
(Spring 2018)

Year 2  
(Spring 2019)

Year 3  
(Spring 2020)

Final  
(Fall 2020)

Number of survey participants 3 5 6 4

Number of surveys distributed 4 11 13 9

Response rate 75% 45% 46% 44%

Year 1 formative evaluation findings -- based on meeting observations, document review, and the partner 
survey -- were as follows:

•	 Survey respondents perceived a lack of ECE systems alignment within their district and/or state, 
indicating that the CDF-SRO’s rationale for establishing the GTKR initiative was indeed valid.

•	 Multiple partners had capacity gaps in the areas of ECE program development, assessment, and 
training, leading to an overall low shared capacity system-wide. Again, this supported the CDF-SRO’s 
rationale for establishing the GTKR initiative.
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The organizing framework for the discussion that 
follows is the Equitable Early Care and Education 
Alignment Framework developed by the National 
League of Cities Institute for Youth, Education, 
and Families. This research-based framework 
posits that ECE systems that work for all children 
intentionally build capacity around eight elements:

1. Partnerships with multi-sector,  
collaborative structures.

2. Data-driven practices, policies, and 
strategies that inform policy and support 
equitable outcomes.

3. Family engagement and support.

4. Access to affordable, high-quality  
care and education. 

5. Coordinated continuum of developmentally 
appropriate care and education.

6. Professional development and support for 
the early childhood workforce.

7. Sustainability and coordination of sufficient 
resources, funding, policies, and practices.

8. Community awareness and engagement.7

7 National League of Cities Institute for Youth Education, 

and Families, Equitable Early Care and Education: 

An Alignment Framework (Washington, DC: National 

League of Cities, 2017).

In surveys and interviews, initiative staff and 
partners referred repeatedly to the state of 
Mississippi’s challenges with alignment, which 
suggests the need for practical tools stakeholders 
can use to drive the work in their communities. 
To that end, the sections that follow present 
overviews of each of the framework components 
listed above, including examples of best 
practices, followed by GTKR findings related to 

that component and recommended strategies 
stakeholders in GTKR communities can use to 
chart a path forward in the journey to build an 
ECE ecosystem that supports the best possible 
outcomes for all children.

MULTI-SECTOR 
PARTNERSHIPS
In order to address early childhood education 
by addressing need at scale, it is necessary for 
city and community leaders to create multi- and 
cross-sector collaborations that work together 
using appropriate governance and partnership 
structures to ensure that communities are 
adequately equipped with the policies, resources, 
and infrastructure needed to create an aligned 
and equitable early care and education system. 
Emphasis in this element is placed on creating 
a collaborative that is diverse, inclusive, and 
focused on eliminating disparities and serving 
every child in the community. Key suggested 
partners include families, schools, providers, 
government, and social service agencies. Schools 
in particular have a key role in the collaborative 
efforts around early child care in this element, 
aligning all of the actors around children’s needs 
for the entire early childhood period, prenatal 
to grade 3. Lead agencies such as CDF-SRO 
can support efforts by maintaining an active 
partnership with the collaborative, appointing 
dedicated staff to work with the collaborative, 
using their influence to direct organizations under 
their influence in the shared work, and advocating 
for policies that support children, families, and 
the early childhood workforce. This supporting, 
equipping, and advocacy role, particularly in 
relation to ECE providers, has been a strength of 
the GTKR initiative.
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For instance, evaluation findings indicated 
that GTKR partners perceived the forging of 
collaborative relationships as a strength of the 
initiative. Relationships were a common thread 
in partners’ comments regarding the program’s 
accomplishments to date. When asked at the 
conclusion of Year 1 to “identify the initiative’s 
most significant accomplishment within the last 
twelve months,” one survey respondent stated: 

“The partnerships that have been established.” 
During meeting observations, the evaluators noted 
a collegial environment with statewide partners 
demonstrating willingness to share information 
that could potentially benefit the GTKR initiative. 
Indeed, as Table 12 indicates, the partners 
responding to the survey indicated a high level of 
engagement in the GTKR initiative. 

Table 12.  Partnership Survey Engagement Data.*

Year 1  
(Spring 2018)

Year 2  
(Spring 2019)

Year 3  
(Spring 2020)

Final  
(Fall 2020)

Number of staff engaged  
in GTKR (mean) 2.5 2.3 3.8 9.6

Hours of engagement during 
previous calendar year  
(lowest to highest)

8-20 8-60 4-100 20-200

Hours of engagement (mean) 14 33.3 44.4 123.3

*Table excludes responses of CDF-SRO staff and contractors.

The greatest partnership-related challenge, 
particularly at the beginning of the initiative, was that 
partners did not yet share congruent understandings 
of the goals of the GTKR initiative. Responses to 
partner surveys during Year 1 displayed a wide range 
of perceived goals, including screening, school 
readiness, identifying children in need of referrals 
and other services, alignment, parental awareness 
of children development and the importance of 
screenings, and dissemination of information to 
influence policy and program change. Likewise, Year 
2 responses indicated a wide range of perceived 
goals for the initiative, including alignment of 
services, giving children a head start, motivating 
children to learn, and earlier identification of at risk 
children. In Year 3, in response to the same prompt 
to “list up to three goals of the GTKR initiative in your 
own words,” one respondent stated, “I do not know 
what [their] goals are.” The remaining responses 
indicated a wide range of perceived goals:

•	 “To identify ways to align the early childhood 
system locally and statewide.”

•	 “Assist in preparing 3-year-olds for 
kindergarten using assessments and 
targeted educational interventions.”

•	 “Program alignment to standards.”

•	 “To prepare 3-year-old children for Pre-K 
programs and Head Start programs so they 
will be better prepared for Kindergarten 
and beyond. It is also meant to strengthen 
the early learning foundation of 3-year-old 
children and attempts to reach as many 
3-year-old children as possible.”

•	 “Identify how utilizing assessments can 
assist teachers with increasing academic 
achievement for students before entering 
kindergarten.”

•	 “To engage and inform parents.”
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•	 “Measuring and ensuring student success.”

•	 “To provide interventions for children who are 
not within the range developmentally as the 
majority of their peers. In other words, they 
provide K-Readiness activities that individual 
children have not mastered.”

•	 “To ensure children enter school ready to learn.”

•	 “Community engagement through active 
participation.”

•	 “To bridge and enhance communication 
and services to families for better family 
involvement between home and school.”

•	 “Advancement.”

•	 “Achievement.”

This range of understandings highlights the need 
for increased coordination and goal-setting among 
multi-sector collaboratives, preferably by an 
organizational “quarterback” such as CDF-SRO. 

Another partnership-related challenge experienced 
during the initiative was that several significant 
partners were experiencing organizational 
instability. For instance, the initiative had 
difficulty formalizing a partner agreement with 
Jackson Public Schools as a result of the district 
coming under take-over review. This resulted 
in implementation delays. Similarly, another 
challenge was that Save the Children’s Head Start 
program in Sunflower County was not stable due 
to the program’s eminent transfer to another 
administering agency and remained closed to the 
children for over six months (including because of 
COVID-19), from December 2019 through August 
2020. In light of the challenges often faced by ECE 
providers, and their impact on student learning, 
there is a need for a safety net of services that can 
help prevent situations such as that in Sunflower 
County from derailing kindergarten readiness for 
an entire cohort of students. 

Finally, a third significant challenge mentioned by 
the CDF-SRO director with respect to systems 
alignment was distrust. She mentioned that ECE 
providers may have a “fear of being judged, that 
you’re not measuring up.” Addressing those 
challenges requires building trusting relationships. 
The CDF-SRO director made these statements 
about working toward systems alignment:

•	 “Everybody begins to see that, while we 
don’t want you to take us over, we do 
recognize that we’re part of this pipeline.”

•	 “It’s all about relationships.”

•	 “People begin to see us as welcomed help 
and not as someone coming in to tell on 
them or to evaluate them or to distribute 
their information.”

Through the GTKR initiative and other efforts, 
CDF-SRO has built trusting relationships with ECE 
providers, especially private centers, enabling 
open dialogue regarding how providers can most 
effectively contribute to and benefit from multi-
sector collaborative efforts. 
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DATA-DRIVEN 
DECISIONS
Data is key in understanding the scope and 
weight of interventions, understanding need, 
and advancing practice and policy. This element 
focuses on the creation and maintenance of 
data-driven practices, policies, and strategies 
amongst local partners with the shared goal of 
supporting equitable outcomes. Understanding 
how data contributes to the strategy of issue 
analysis and creating a shared vision of outcomes 
is crucial. ECE collaborative members  should 
engage in accurate, consistent, and transparent 
data collection and use, continuously improve 
processes around data, and enact practices like 
data disaggregation that help all stakeholders to 
understand both results and relevance of data. 
Community-based alignment efforts can support 
work in this element by leveraging local subject 
matter experts, sharing data between entities, and 
using data collected from the partnership to inform 
their decisions, policies, and practices on behalf 
of communities. The GTKR initiative supported 
this element by engaging data experts from the 
Sunflower County school district, engaging local 
subject-matter experts as consultants, and using 
independent evaluation research to strengthen 
programming and disseminate information 
regarding lessons learned and best practices. 

Following Year 1, when survey respondents were 
asked to “identify the initiative’s most significant 
accomplishment within the last twelve months,” 
several responded with uncertainty. Other 
responses included:

•	 “Establishment of a relationship with 
providers to conduct the child screenings.”

•	 “Identifying and securing partnerships 
with the MS Department of Education, 
MS Department of Health, early education 
providers in the targeted areas, and 
community groups. Identifying assessment 
tools to be used in program implementation 
in line with MDE and MDH guidelines. 
Identifying alignment gaps and strategies to 
eliminate or bridge the gaps.”

Asked the same question following Year 2, one 
partner responded, “I would have to discuss further 
with the program evaluator in order to answer this 
question,” and another stated, “I do not know.” 
Other responses included:

•	 “This initiative has been consistent with its 
work with the ECE programs and the goals 
of the initiative.”

•	 “Assessing the academic needs of students 
and determining methods and practices to 
improve the literacy skills of students.”

•	 “I believe the most significant 
accomplishment is using their Learning 
Advocates to work with individual students 
and small groups, in order to provide the 
necessary interventions to these children.”

•	 “Reading.”

These divergent responses seem to indicate a 
need for clear communication regarding outcomes 
data, so that partners can have shared messaging 
regarding wins. Development and dissemination 
of this Knowledge Document is one step in 
that direction. Future alignment efforts can be 
expected to build upon this data-driven approach.  
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FAMILY 
ENGAGEMENT
A child’s academic success is directly 
influenced by his or her family, which means 
that it is important for early care practitioners 
and collaborative networks to have a family 
engagement strategy that is in alignment with 
the needs of the communities they serve. A 
strong family engagement strategy seeks to 
assist families in addressing the disparities they 
face by providing or making clear the availability 
of resources and services. Additional elements 
of family engagement strategies should ensure 
that family and community representatives are 
part of collaborative networks and partnership 
groups and are co-developers of programs 
and policies. Components of this element point 
practitioners toward assuming that families want 
to be engaged and that their role is to decrease 
barriers to participation. Respecting, empowering, 
and creating partnerships with families is also 

important, with the goal of helping families 
recognize their own opportunities. Community-
based alignment efforts support practitioners 
in implementing this element by performing 
community outreach and providing space for 
communities, families, and providers to convene 
and organize. Organizational stakeholders can 
also develop and enact family-friendly policies and 
benefits for their own staff. 

The GTKR initiative formed some effective 
partnerships with parents to enhance students’ 
learning, with much more family engagement 
possible and encouraged in future efforts. For 
instance, an evaluation recommendation from 
Year 2 was that the GTKR initiative develop a 
strategy to share assessment and intervention 
information with enrolled students’ ECE teachers 
and parents/caregivers to extend learning beyond 
the abbreviated intervention time provided by the 
learning advocates.
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EQUITABLE ACCESS
Because of disparities in resources and services, 
providing families access to affordable, high-
quality early care and education environments 
that have broad availability and convenient 
locations is essential. With regard to high quality, 
this element posits a shared definition which 
is based on research-based, culturally relevant 
teaching methods and services, locations that 
correspond with the location of community 
members, and a variety of types of care. ECE 
options must also be affordable and available 
as families need them. These ECE environments 
have a stated impact on children’s achievement 
and wellbeing over the child’s entire life. Cities 
can support work in this element by educating 
the community on the need for high-quality, 
equitable early childhood care and its impact 
on children’s future achievement and wellbeing, 
advocating for access to childcare for all children, 
and leveraging current and future resources and 
assets to support early care and education. This 
includes providing program funding, allowing ECE 
providers to use public facilities, and designing 
or appointing affordable public transportation to 
child care centers. All providers looking to provide 

access to high-quality early care and education 
must also commit to evaluating providers for 
quality, ensuring that teachers and staff reflect the 
cultures and backgrounds of the children, families, 
and communities they serve; and releasing public 
information about access, quality, affordability, and 
availability in ways inclusive of the community’s 
literacy and English-fluency levels. 

The necessity of virtual instruction due to 
COVID-19 means that access to technology is the 
new frontier for equity not only in K-12 education 
but also in ECE environments. One example given 
by GTKR staff and parents of systems alignment 
is Madison County, adjacent to Jackson. A GTKR 
parent described the services that she experiences 
in Madison County schools, including speech 
pathologists and behavioral therapists, as well 
as targeted support for students who need the 
most help to transition well to kindergarten. CDF-
SRO is collaborating with a group of private ECE 
providers in Jackson to identify instructional needs 
and leverage resources to increase the quality of 
instruction offered in these settings. 
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COORDINATED 
CONTINUUM
In order to create smooth transitions across ECE 
programs and learning environments, collaborators 
and partners must have a coordinated continuum 
of care and education that is responsive to the 
needs of children, families, and their various 
contexts, settings, and cultures. In these 
continuums of care, curriculum, standards, 
instructional methods, practices, and assessments 
are purposefully aligned. Coordinated systems 
like these feature graduated steps through the 
continuum, with each step preparing the child to 
succeed at the next. An approach like this features 
transitions and connections for children and 
families across care and education programs, and 
keeps children and families at the center of the 
collaborative’s efforts and includes these groups 
in decision making. Screening and support for 
young children’s development is also a key feature 
of this element’s approach. Community-based 
leadership supports work done in this element 
by using its power and platform to align ECE 
standards, curricula, methods, and practices, and 
coordinating service and resource delivery among 
partner entities. They can also leverage resources 
to support children and incentivize high quality 
among providers.

In this vein, the COVID-19 pandemic has sparked 
an urgent conversation regarding how ECE 
providers in Jackson can be more fully aligned 
with Jackson Public Schools in terms of sharing 
professional development schedules, pre-K 
curriculum offerings, and lines of communication. 
In instances in which communication is taking 

place, it is fragmented and lacks coordination. 
The GTKR program director stated, “If they had 
had better alignment/communication, they could 
have pivoted through COVID-19. All the kids from 
JPS are now in child care centers. The child care 
centers are a place for kids to do virtual learning 
while their parents are at work.” In light of this 
reality, ECE providers and K-12 districts need to 
communicate and coordinate work in which CDF-
SRO is taking the lead. 

An avenue of alignment explored in the GTKR 
initiative was offering children in ECE settings 
the same assessments as those utilized by MSDE, 
namely, the Brigance and STAR Early Literacy 
tools. In future efforts, aligning staff that connect 
with students at home, at their ECE provider, 
and as they transition to school is a potentially 
powerful way to create a continuum of care, 
education, and support. As GTKR learning 
advocates recommended in a focus group, to do 
this would require that communities fund more 
staff with a function similar to GTKR learning 
advocates: engaging students in kindergarten 
readiness activities within whatever ECE settings 
they are housed and tracking their progress as 
they transition between settings. One parent 
stated, “Maybe an improvement [to the GTKR 
initiative] would be, if they’re able to employ more 
people to go out and talk to more children…”



Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness Initiative Knowledge Document | 45

PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT  
AND SUPPORT
A child’s first years of life are filled with rapid 
physical, cognitive, social, and emotional growth. 
And while family is a child’s first teacher, the 
professionals who care for and educate young 
children have a lifelong impact on their future and 
wellbeing. Providing professional development and 
support for these professionals while recognizing 
their knowledge, skills, and competencies is 
key to a strong, equitable ECE framework. It’s 
important to understand the diversity among 
early childhood professionals and ensure that 
professional development supports are accessible 
in a variety of settings, contexts, and among all 
levels of professionals. Collaborative networks 
working to provide this support must address 
the threats that exist to this section of the 
workforce: high-turnover, low-compensation, 
and a lack of career pathways. The right support 
and professional development structures for this 
workforce would equip them with the knowledge 
and skills they need to excel and positively impact 
children’s futures. Additional, system-level benefits 
of this support are a more diverse workforce, 
professionals feeling valued, and the creation of 

a professional environment where resources are 
shared among all levels and aligned behind shared 
strategies. Community-based collaboratives can 
support work done in this element by leveraging 
resources to show they value early childhood 
workers, advocating for community support for 
the workforce, and working together with school 
districts, higher education institutions, and the 
business community to provide professional 
development opportunities for these workers. 

Indeed, GTKR initiative staff benefited from 
joint professional development with other 
stakeholders including Mississippi Department 
of Education and SPARK. This type of leveraging 
is a best practice for systems alignment. This 
type of information sharing ideally works both 
ways: a recommendation from the GTKR Year 
2 evaluation was that the initiative develop a 
system to share assessment and intervention 
information with students’ teachers and parents/
guardians to extend student learning. Because the 
GTKR learning advocates were limited to working 
with GTKR students only once a week for 15-20 
minutes, the evaluation suggested that it may be 
more efficacious to provide training and supports 
to ECE providers and/or parents and guardians to 
address students’ areas of need given their access 
to the students for substantially more time.
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SUSTAINABLE 
RESOURCES
Central to every early childhood effort are both 
appropriately coordinated and sustainable 
resources and funding as well as alignment 
of policies and practices that support young 
children and families. Members of early 
childhood collaborative networks should work 
to coordinate resources and funding. An asset 
approach can enable ECE systems to build 
on their existing assets and identify available 
resources and funding in support of all children. 
Part of collaborative sustainability for resources is 
considering how resources and funds impact early 
care systems and entire communities, then out of 
that understanding, developing a funding strategy 
that allows stakeholders to identify diverse 
funding sources and blend or pool those funds 
for maximum community benefit. Policies and 
practices can also be used to create sustainability 
by supporting the adoption of benefits and 
benchmarks for development that are friendly 
to ECE professionals. Leaders of community-
based alignment efforts can support this work 
by using their platforms to build awareness 
and gain support for high-quality education 
programs, leverage staff to support ECE system 
advancement across a city, provide resources 
and funding to address gaps, and enact policies 
and practices that positively impact children and 
families while holding ECE providers accountable 
to quality standards. 

With respect to the GTKR providers, some 
have the demonstrated capacity to obtain the 
resources they need. One learning advocate said 
of a site director, “...She was always doing a grant 
somewhere to get her site what they needed.” 
Another said that, “...At Head Start, they pretty 
much had what they needed.” For other ECE 
providers, the hunt for sustainable resources is 
a perennially difficult reality, and a collaborative 
approach is needed that leverages resources 
across the system. 

A great example of leveraging resources through 
collaboration is the virtual meetings CDF-SRO, the 
City of Jackson, and United Way convened with 
the Child Care Advisory Committee, a group of 
seven private child care providers in Jackson. After 
COVID-19 hit, the group had to pivot to ensure that 
the centers had resources to continue to operate. 
The collaborative came together with groups 
from other localities to successfully lobby the 
state legislature for CARES funds that were used 
to provide personal protective equipment to 843 
private centers statewide. 
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COMMUNITY 
PARTICIPATION
Children are part of larger communities and their 
futures are representative of their community’s 
future. Local improvement of these communities 
happens when community leaders are aware 
of needs, engaged in issues, and invested in 
solutions. Early childhood collaboratives in 
these communities should be advocates for 
young children and families. They should serve 
as experts on the needs of these community 
members, and use their platforms to advocate 
for them. Awareness and engagement requires 
commitment from all stakeholders, including 
families, ECE providers, city leaders, and school 
districts. Stakeholders should share a clear and 
unified message to the public that articulates 
a shared vision, goals, strategies, and desired 
outcomes with messaging delivered inclusive of 
linguistic presentation, literacy needs, and culture. 
Leaders can support community awareness and 
engagement by advocating for ECE as a priority, 
creating an ECE policy agenda, dedicating staff to 
participate in collaborative networks, convening 
community outreach events, and advocating for 
ECE programs and outcomes. 

An example of community engagement in systems 
alignment is CDF-SRO’s partnership with We 
Together for Change, a community development 
organization in Drew that provided recruitment 
support for the GTKR initiative as well as access 
to community-based services. In a focus group at 
the conclusion of the initiative, GTKR parents were 
asked to give suggestions to community leaders 
regarding how to help ensure that all children are 
prepared for kindergarten. Several suggestions 
had to do with community-based solutions:

•	 “I think they should provide something for 
[children] to do, or provide something for 
the families to get involved with. I feel like 
kids in Jackson, they have nothing to do. You 
have the natural science museum, you have 
all of it, but it’s nothing to do as far as going 
somewhere where we can teach them things 
and they will actually enjoy doing.”

•	 “...We need assistance from our community 
with our kids. Not just giving back as far as 
if anybody can give them a book bag or...
material things, but we need someone that’s 
actually taking time with them, such as the 
Gateway program.”

•	 “...I think they also need some more after-
school government-funded programs, where 
you actually have tutors or some teachers, or 
even some retired teachers that don’t mind 
going in and helping the kids who need that 
extra help.”

•	 “A lot of times, if you have something local in 
these communities that they can almost walk 
to, it can help that kid and their community 
to not want to live like that anymore, to see a 
different side of Mississippi or the world…”
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A PERFECT 
OPPORTUNITY
Mississippi is home to several ECE alignment 
initiatives that are demonstrating success, but 
they have not yet reached into the entirety of 
Jackson or Sunflower County. At the same time, 
CDF-SRO has proven to be a trusted convener of 
child care providers, public school stakeholders, 
and community members. This context, combined 
with the findings regarding GTKR’s benefits and 
challenges, creates a perfect opportunity to chart 
a path forward to greater ECE systems alignment 
in GTKR communities. 

Excel By 5 is an example of an initiative that is 
building support and capacity for ECE providers. 
Excel By 5 is a certification process designed to 
empower Mississippi’s community-based education 
and childcare organizations to assist in improving 
the overall well-being of children in their local areas 
by age five. This program emphasizes the important 
roles communities play in educating their children 
during their most formative years: birth to age five. 
Initially funded with a grant from Chevron, Excel 
By 5 is currently working with 38 communities 
throughout the state of Mississippi. Excel By 5 
sets forth a variety of standards involving parent 
training, community participation, child care, and 
health to help communities focus on supporting 
young children and their families. The certification 
process also identifies available resources and 
existing best practices to help Excel By 5 Early 
Childhood Communities reach the goal that all 
of their children will be ready to learn when they 
start school at age five. While there are Excel by 5 
communities in Jackson and Sunflower County, they 
do not span the entirety of the two localities. 

The Mississippi Department of Education’s 
recognized Early Learning Collaboratives (ELCs) 
represent another effective practice that is working 
elsewhere in the state. ELCs are partnerships 
that may include school districts, Head Start 
agencies, child care centers, and private non-
profit organizations that serve children from birth 
through age eight. Passed in 2013 by the Mississippi 
legislature, the Early Learning Collaborative Act 
provided $3 million in funds to establish the first 
publicly funded pre-kindergarten programs in 
underserved communities throughout the state. The 
CDF-SRO SPARK program is listed as a model in 
that original legislation. In the following years, state 
funding was increased to $6.5 million. Motivated by 
tax credits, private donations from individuals and 
corporations toward the effort totaled $1.6 million 
in 2016 and increased to $3.8 million in 2018. As 
of 2018-2019, 18 ELCs are in operation throughout 
the state, serving more than 3,000 pre-K students. 
Pre-K students being served by ELCs achieve higher 
end-of-year scores than children in other Mississippi 
public pre-K programs. In addition, ELC pre-K 
students score higher than others in kindergarten 
readiness. Mississippi ELCs were recognized in the 
National Institute of Early Education Research’s 
State of Preschool report as one of only seven 
states in the nation that meet all or most quality 
standards for early childhood education. Their 
benefits notwithstanding, ELCs struggle to involve 
child care centers in their collaborations.  

Sunflower County is an ELC, while Jackson is 
not. That does not mean that alignment activities 
are not happening; as mentioned previously, the 
United Way, CDF-SRO, and the City of Jackson 
are working together on alignment activities 
in Jackson. The challenge, however, is building 
trust and true collaboration among all of the ECE 
partners with Jackson Public Schools about how 
all sectors can work together to structure an 
effective collaboration for service provision.
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On a promising note, the GTKR initiative evaluation 
revealed some promising trends that may indicate 
partners’ readiness and capacity to engage in 
more effective systems alignment activities. The 
Partnership Survey asked partners to rate their 
internal capacity to conduct activities that are 
central to ECE quality and alignment, including: 

•	 early care and education (ECE) program 
planning,

•	 training ECE providers and teachers,

•	 training parents and caregivers of 
preschoolers,

•	 administering ECE assessments and 
developmental screenings,

•	 partnership/collaboration with other ECE 
organizations, and 

•	 advocacy for ECE quality and accessibility.

In Year 1, the partners’ overall mean capacity 
score was 6 out of 10, with lowest ratings going 
to their capacity for ECE program planning and 
training ECE providers and teachers. Their highest 
capacities were partnership/collaboration and 
advocacy. In Year 2, the overall mean capacity 
score was 9.4 out of 10, with their lowest ratings 
going to their capacity for training parents/
caregivers and partnering/collaborating with 
other ECE organizations. The highest rating was 
for training ECE providers and teachers. In Year 
3, the partners’ overall mean capacity score was 
8.6 out of 10, with their lowest ratings going to 
their capacity for training parents and caregivers. 
Their highest ratings were for their capacity for 
program planning and administering assessments 
and screenings. The fact that these self-reported 
capacity ratings are relatively high may indicate 
that partners are ready to engage more deeply in 
systems alignment work. 

Another positive trend is that GTKR initiative 
partners have rated the degree of local ECE 
systems alignment increasingly highly over 
the past several years. The partnership survey 
prompts respondents to rate the degree of ECE 
systems alignment in their district and/or state on 
a scale of one to ten, then provide comments to 
explain their ratings. 

In Year 1, systems alignment ratings ranged 
from 2 to 6, with a mean rating of 4 out of 10. 
Respondents perceived a lack of ECE systems 
alignment within their district and/or state, 
indicating that the CDF-SRO’s rationale for 
establishing the GTKR initiative was indeed valid. 
Comments included: 

•	 “There are early alignment strategies 
engaged within certain areas and networks, 
but not yet a statewide system of alignment. 
In the last 5 years there has been greater 
recognition of strengthening early alignment 
strategies.”

•	 “As a state agency, we work with partners 
on improving systems for children including 
education; however, this is an on-going 
process and as staff turnovers and new 
members are assigned to these partnerships, 
the work changes/shifts; there are funding 
challenges and some of the work is not 
sustained for one reason or the other. There 
is a need to continue these efforts across 
agency boundaries.”

•	 “There are some alignments, but CDF’s are 
not aligned to other efforts.” 
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In Year 2, the mean systems alignment rating rose 
to 6.4 out of 10. Comments included:

•	 “All systems are not working together for our 
children in the state of MS.”

•	 “There are still some alignment concerns we 
are addressing between the Head Start and 
the school district.”

•	 “Systems alignment is currently a work in 
progress due to the lack of a QRIS system.”

Also in Year 2, the CDF-SRO director mentioned 
several successes with respect to systems 
alignment, including program partners using 
a common assessment instrument, having a 
common understanding of kindergarten readiness 
standards, and potentially aligning health care 
services with early education services. She also 
discussed as positive the emerging discourse 
between center directors and GTKR program staff 
about scheduling and implementing interventions 
in ways that work for both parties.

In Year 3, the mean systems alignment rating was 
even higher, 7.3 out of 10. Comments included:

•	 “Our state and local system is not fully 
aligned due to different funding sources, 
initiatives, and policies.

•	 “There are very few partnerships and/or 
collaborative efforts among ECE programs 
in our state.” 

•	 “There is always room for improvement.”

•	 “Over the past year, I have worked diligently 
with the local Head Start Agency to align 
our standards and curriculum for 4-year-
old children to the state’s standards and 
curriculum required by the state.” 

The fact that these self-reported alignment ratings 
have increased year over year provides a promising 
sign of partners’ potential readiness to engage in 

deeper and more comprehensive alignment efforts 
in the GTKR host communities. 

At the same time, CDF-SRO’s experience building 
relationships positions the organization well to 
coordinate systems alignment efforts. Year 3 GTKR 
evaluation data indicated that, to facilitate the 
initiative’s goal of systems alignment, staff were 
working to share resources and tools with Jackson 
Public Schools, the Mississippi State Department 
of Health, Sunflower County Consolidated School 
District, and the Mississippi State Department of 
Education. The CDF-SRO director acknowledged 
that while several agencies are now using the 
language of alignment, systems alignment was not 
necessarily happening on the ground: “…They talk 
a good game of alignment but they align in the 
room. It’s on the paper. It’s not in implementation.” 
For instance, one barrier to alignment mentioned 
by participants is free public school pre-
kindergarten programs taking students from child 
care and cutting into their bottom lines, leading to 
distrust and lack of cooperation/buy-in. 

This is an area in which CDF-SRO can change the 
conversation, due to its reputation as a convener 
trusted by several types of partners including Head 
Start agencies, child care centers, school districts, 
and state agencies. For instance, the CDF-SRO 
director stated in an evaluation interview, “I don’t 
think there’s going to be a problem with us getting 
in [public pre-K program], but that’s only because 
of the relationships that have been laid and the 
fact that people know what we’ve been doing.” She 
mentioned the trust that is already evident in the 
initiative’s relationships with child care centers and 
Head Start: “The acceptance by daycare centers, 
daycare center operators, the willingness to allow 
the staff to come in. The acceptance by the second 
tier leadership at Head Start.” Acknowledging that 
the implementation of GTKR involved building 
relationships, the CDF-SRO director stated, “I think 
the relationships with Head Start, child care, and 
MSDE can all be called systems alignment.” 
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A PATH FORWARD
The Equitable Early Care and Education Alignment 
Framework, as well as insights provided by CDF-
SRO’s experience leading the GTKR initiative, 
suggest that community-based alignment is critical 
to the success and sustainability of alignment 
between ECE and public schools. Further, this 
alignment must involve all players, including public 
schools, ECE, and Head Start. One tool that can 
be used in this process is the Early Childhood 
Alignment Rating Tool, developed as a companion 
to the framework8. The rating tool potentially 
represents a key component in a strategy to 
build upon the learnings achieved by the GTKR 
initiative with respect to systems alignment. At the 
conclusion of Year 1, based on the results of the 
partnership survey, the evaluators recommended 
that CDF-SRO “seek input from partners to create 
a definition and measures of systems alignment. 
Incorporate this feedback into the evaluation’s 
measurement framework. This will enable the 
program to identify and articulate any alignment 
‘wins’ achieved during the program period.” In 
fact the Early Childhood Alignment Rating Tool 
precludes the need for this exercise, because it 
clearly defines alignment in terms of the eight 
components used to organize the discussion 
above. More importantly, though, it operationalizes 
each component so that stakeholders can assess 
the degree of progress toward systems alignment 
in their communities and use that assessment 
to create a strategic plan including measurable 
objectives, task timelines, and resource allocations. 

8 National League of Cities Institute for Youth Education, 

and Families, Early Childhood Alignment Rating Tool 

(Washington, DC: National League of Cities, 2017).

The recommended process according to NLC is 
that city leaders and ECE stakeholders complete 
the alignment rating tool for each of the eight 
alignment elements to obtain a baseline, then 
come together to consolidate ratings, share notes 
and ideas, and develop a plan to increase ratings 
in alignment with community priorities. The rating 
tool can be completed again periodically to obtain 
interim ratings and track progress. This community 
driven effort has the potential to elevate alignment 
conversations from theoretical to practical by 
providing indicators to operationalize both 
alignment and equity. 

While the NLC rating tool and process are 
promising in their scope, the findings presented 
in this Knowledge Document suggests that 
they be adapted in several ways to reflect the 
local context. First, a community-driven vs. city-
driven process is more likely to gain the trust 
and buy-in of ECE providers who have often 
been disenfranchised by larger systems and 
organizations. In addition, private providers in 
particular have begun to develop grassroots 
partnerships to address power inequities 
negatively experienced by them as well as the 
parents and students they serve. Centers are 
creating center-driven leadership structures that 
work for them. There must be space in ongoing 
alignment efforts to position private 
child care more centrally in the 
education ecosystem, for the 
good of all students. 
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Engaging in a community-driven assessment and alignment process provides a pathway to meet a goal 
expressed by the CDF-SRO director in comments during the Year 2 evaluation: expanding systems alignment 
efforts citywide through partnerships with Jackson’s mayor and public school district. And because the 
framework and tool have been developed by the National League of Cities, of which Jackson is a member, 
with support from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, a funder of both CDF-SRO and Jackson Public Schools, the 
process is likely to obtain buy-in. 
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CONCLUSION
This Knowledge Document provides an overview and final evaluation report of the Children’s Defense Fund 
Southern Regional Office’s (CDF-SRO) Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness (GTKR) initiative. This initiative 
sought to build upon earlier successful CDF-SRO kindergarten readiness initiatives by increasing capacity for 
systems alignment between private child care, Head Start, and public schools while integrating and aligning 
health assessments and services. Over the course of the initiative the CDF-SRO served as a coordinator and 
convener to recruit a cohort of three-year-old students, screen those students using best-practice academic 
and health instruments, and administer developmentally appropriate interventions and refer students for 
health care when indicated based on screening results. Throughout the program, CDF-SRO leaders and GTKR 
staff updated the program design and work plan based on the changing context and lessons learned from 
formative evaluation results. A late-stage impacting factor on the initiative was the onset of COVID-19 in the 
first quarter of 2020. 

CDF-SRO and its partners learned the following lessons during the course of the initiative:

Staffing and Professional Development

•	 Rely on local ECE networks to recruit 
qualified staff.

•	 Utilize partnerships to access joint 
professional development.

•	 Allow sufficient time for staff recruitment. 

Student Recruitment and Retention

•	 Adapt recruitment strategy to local context.

•	 Formalize recruitment partnerships during 
the planning phase. 

•	 Plan for student transfer and attrition.

•	 Provide incentives and conduct parent 
outreach to enhance recruitment and retention.

Student Assessments

•	 Use a variety of assessments to obtain a 
fuller picture of students’ development.

•	 Maintain consistent assessment windows for 
all students across sites and years. 

•	 Introduce new adults who will be working 
with the students prior to assessments. 

Student Interventions

•	 Provide staff with as much direction as 
possible regarding interventions appropriate 
for developmental goals.

•	 Include staff in planning regarding materials 
and supplies to be purchased. 

•	 Provide training to parents and providers 
regarding interpretation of developmental 
screening results and appropriate next steps. 

Student Outcomes

•	 Incorporate control group data to enable 
quantitative analysis of student outcomes.  

•	 Pair the Brigance screener with an 
assessment that does not change 
with students’ age to obtain a more 
comprehensive view of gaps and progress.

•	 Assess the same students over time to 
enable a longitudinal analysis of progress.
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COVID-19 Impacts

•	 Build capacity to provide virtual 
intervention options. 

•	 Build relationships early with parents/
caregivers in the event of disruption. 

•	 Districts build relationships with centers and 
head start since they are serving the same 
students.

General Recommendations

•	 Increase effectiveness through adaptation.

•	 Build staff capacity.

•	 Maximize evaluation utility through control 
groups and longitudinal focus. 

•	 Align assessments to goals. 

In addition to increasing kindergarten readiness for 
enrolled students, the GTKR initiative also sought to 
increase alignment of ECE systems in the initiative’s 
target community. The systems alignment findings 
of the GTKR research suggest a community-driven, 
collaborative approach to this work that can be 
guided by the National League of Cities’ Equitable 
Early Care and Education Alignment Framework, 

which posits eight elements around which equitable 
ECE systems can build capacity: 

1. Partnerships with multi-sector, collaborative 
structures.

2. Data-driven practices, policies, and strategies 
that inform policy and support equitable 
outcomes.

3. Family engagement and support.

4. Access to affordable, high-quality care and 
education.

5. Coordinated continuum of developmentally 
appropriate care and education.

6. Professional development and support for 
the early childhood workforce.

7. Sustainability and coordination of sufficient 
resources, funding, policies, and practices.

8. Community awareness and engagement.

Even though the GTKR initiative has completed its 
initial work, opportunities exist to both continue 
improving kindergarten readiness outcomes for 
students and align ECE systems to adequately 
serve children and families. Based on feedback 
from partners, examinations of successful ECE 
initiatives in Mississippi and beyond, and the 
level of adaptive and implementation challenges 
the GTKR initiative was forced to navigate, it is 
clear that the strongest way to move Mississippi 
communities toward equity is not through 
individual initiatives, but through investment 
in a ECE system that displays a high level of 
coordination across partners from multiple sectors 
whose work is aligned toward shared goals. A 
coordinated effort like this would share strategies, 
data, best practice, and where appropriate, 
resources to provide access to high quality, 
affordable education and care for all Mississippi 
children and families. 
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LOGIC MODEL

Logic Model: CDF-SRO Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness

INPUTS ACTIVITIES OUTPUTS
OUTCOMES

SHORT TERM
OUTCOMES

INTERMEDIATE TERM
OUTCOMES
LONG TERM

Qualified staff
Grantee/partner 

collaboration activities
# of planning meetings with 

partners
Improved levels of kindergarten 

readiness for program participants
Improved third-grade reading 

levels

Strong, collaborative 
partners

Recruit child participants # of children recruited

Improved assessment scores

Increase in # eligible children 
receiving health screening and 

treatment

Improved school outcomes 
(grades, conduct, attendance, 

promotion)

Adequate funding
Recruit ECE providers and 

parents
# of ECE providers and 

parents recruited
Improved developmental 

progress for chilren with delays

Standardized 
assessments

Conduct school readiness 
assessments

# of children assessed
Increase in awareness of strategies 

for ECE alignment

Increased parental and ECE 
provider use of strategies to 

support school readiness

Improved ECE program quality 
and access

Developmental screening 
tool

Conduct health screenings # of children screened
Increased parental and ECE provider 
knowledge about school readiness 

strategies

Intervention materials and 
supplies

Refer children for 
intervention

# of children receiving 
school readiness 

intervention

Dissemination of toolkit and 
evaluation lessons to ECE providers 

and policymakers

Improved coordination of 
strategies for ECE alignment

Increased use of evaluation data 
in policy discussions at local, 

state, and national levels

Data collection system 
and tools

Refer children for health 
care

# of children referred for 
health treatment

Improved coordination of 
strategies for health screening and 

treatment

External evaluation 
consultants

Train ECE providers and 
parents

# of ECE providers and 
parents trained and provided 

materials

Adaptation of toolkit strategies by 
ECE providers and policymakers

Evaluate program 
implementation and 

outcomes
# of evaluation reports

Increase CDF-SRO capacity to 
evaluate programs and document 

results

Develop toolkit for ECE 
providers and policymakers

Toolkit
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Context/Assumptions:  historical gap in access to quality and aligned ECE programs, under-accessed and unmet health care needs for targeted population, MS has highest 
extreme poverty rate in US, half of MS children in informal (kinship) care, state takeover of public schools in targeted school district, adequacy of state funding for ECE 

interventions, stability of key leadership in targeted school districts, capacity of partners to collaborate
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PARTNERSHIP SURVEY
The purpose of this brief survey is to help 
understand implementation of the Children’s 
Defense Fund Southern Regional Office’s Gateway 
to Kindergarten Readiness (GTKR) initiative 
as it unfolds. As a key stakeholder, your views 
and experiences are important. THE DEADLINE 
TO RESPOND TO THIS SURVEY IS MONDAY, 
OCTOBER 12, 2020. Thank you very much for 
taking the time to respond.  

First Name

Last Name

Phone

Email Address

Your Organization Name

Your Title

Estimate the number of hours you have spent 
participating in the GTKR initiative from 
January 1, 2020 to present (planning meetings, 
conversations, other efforts):

Including you, how many people in your organization 
have been involved in the GTKR initiative (staff and/
or volunteers) from January 1, 2020 to present:

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, 
please rate your organization’s current in-house 
capacity for each of the following:

Planning and decisionmaking ❏
Professional development ❏
Parent and community engagement ❏
Curriculum and instruction ❏
Conducting and analyzing data from 
student assessments ❏
Leveraging resources and funding ❏
Program monitoring and evaluation ❏
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Early care and education (ECE) systems alignment 
is defined as providers, school districts, cities, health 
experts, families, and other community members 
coordinating their efforts so that infants and toddlers 
thrive and young children enter kindergarten ready 
to succeed in the early elementary grades. On a scale 
of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, please rate the 
degree of ECE systems alignment in your district 
and/or state with regard to:

Multiple sectors working together ❏
Explain why you selected the rating you did for the 
preceding item: 

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, 
please rate the degree of ECE systems alignment 
in your district and/or state with regard to: 

Using data to make decisions ❏
Explain why you selected the rating you did for the 
preceding item:

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, 
please rate the degree of ECE systems alignment 
in your district and/or state with regard to: 

Family engagement and support ❏
Explain why you selected the rating you did for the 
preceding item:

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, 
please rate the degree of ECE systems alignment 
in your district and/or state with regard to: 

Expanding access to affordable,  
high quality care and education ❏

Explain why you selected the rating you did for the 
preceding item:

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, 
please rate the degree of ECE systems alignment 
in your district and/or state with regard to: 

Continuum of care and education  
from pre-K through grade 3 ❏

Explain why you selected the rating you did for the 
preceding item:

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, 
please rate the degree of ECE systems alignment 
in your district and/or state with regard to: 

Professional development and 
workforce supports for ECE employees ❏

Explain why you selected the rating you did for the 
preceding item:
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On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, 
please rate the degree of ECE systems alignment 
in your district and/or state with regard to: 

Sustainable, coordinated  
resources and funding ❏

Explain why you selected the rating you did for the 
preceding item:

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, 
please rate the degree of ECE systems alignment 
in your district and/or state with regard to: 

Community awareness and engagement ❏

Explain why you selected the rating you did for the 
preceding item:

In your own words, please list up to three goals of 
the CDF-SRO Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness 
initiative: 

Goal 1

Goal 2

Goal 3

What is this initiative’s most significant 
accomplishment since January 1, 2020?

What is this initiative’s most significant challenge 
since January 1, 2020?

How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your 
organization?

If your organization has received resources or 
funding related to COVID-19, please quantify and 
describe:

Please use the space below to provide any 
additional comments or suggestions regarding the 
GTKR initiative:



68 

Is your organization an early childhood education 
program or center? If yes, complete all of the 
remaining questions in the survey.

1.  Yes

2.  No

What type of early childhood education center/
program do you represent? (Check only one.)

 � For-profit – private proprietary  
 or partnership

 � For profit – corporation or chain  
 (KinderCare, etc.)

 � For-profit – corporate sponsored

 � Private nonprofit – independent

 � Private nonprofit – affiliated with a social  
 service agency or hospital

 � Public nonprofit – sponsored by federal,   
 state, or local government

 � College or university affiliated

 � Military-sponsored

 � Public school

What is your licensed status?   

 � Licensed

 � License-exempt

Is the program/center accredited or certified by 
one or more specific organizations?

1.  Yes

2.  No

Does the center/program participate in a program 
quality rating system administered by the state?

1.  Yes

2.  No

In total, how many children is your center/program 
licensed to serve?

In total, how many teachers does your center/
program employ?

Please list the number of children in each age 
category enrolled in your center/program:

Under age 2?

age 2?

age 3?

age 4?
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age 5?

age 6 and above?

Do children in your center/program participate in 
CACFP (US Department of Agriculture Child and 
Adult Care Food Program)? 

1.  Yes

2.  No

On average, how many hours per day do children 
spend in your center/program?

Does your program use one or more commercial 
curricula to support the development of kindergarten 
readiness skills for children in your program?  

1.  Yes

2.  No

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being highest, what is 
your center’s/program’s capacity to provide high 
quality age-appropriate learning experiences in 
the following domains for children in your center/
program? 

Academic/Cognitive ❏
Language Development ❏
Physical Development ❏
Self-Help Skills ❏
Social Emotional Development ❏
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PROVIDER MOU 

 
 

MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN CHILDREN'S DEFENSE FUND'S 
GATEWAY TO KINDERGARTEN READINESS (GTKR) AND  _____________ 

 
1. Parties. This Memorandum of Understanding (hereinafter referred to as “MOU”) is made 
and entered into by and between the Children's Defense Fund's Gateway to Kindergarten 
Readiness Initiative (CDF/GTKR) and ________ effective as of ____________.  
 
2. Purpose. The purpose of this MOU is to establish the terms and conditions under which 
the Children's Defense Fund Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness and ____________ will jointly 
commit to work on the activities listed below (the “Program”). 
 
3. Term and Termination. This MOU shall remain in effect until __________. This MOU may 
be terminated immediately upon mutual written agreement of the parties. Either party may 
otherwise terminate this Agreement for cause if a party fails to comply with its provisions, provided 
that the aggrieved party shall first notify the other party in writing of the failure to comply and 
permit a period of thirty (30) days for the other party to cure its failure to comply. 
 
4. Program Components and Objectives.  The objectives of the Program are: 

 To help communities unite resources to better prepare children for school 
 To support the improvement of early education and learning 
 To be an advocate for children  
 To support families in school readiness 
 To partner together for the implementation of the Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness 

Initiative in the Jackson Public School District catchment area of Lanier High School.  
 
5. CDF/GTKR Responsibilities.  

 CDF/GTKR will work with ______ to seek alignment between programs and curricula, 
and to ensure the successful transition of all children into public kindergarten meeting 
MS Department of Education Kindergarten readiness benchmarks 

 CDF/GTKR will provide developmentally, culturally and linguistically appropriate 
services consistent with the Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework: Ages Birth 
to Five 

 CDF/GTKR will utilize family engagement strategies that support family well-being 
and promote children’s learning and development in accordance with the Head Start 
Program Performance Standards. 
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 CDF/GTKR will hire local staff and consultants (Local Coordinator and Early Learning 
Consultants) to develop and lead programmatic activities which include: 
developmental protocols and interventions on behalf of participating children; and 
coordinating GTKR individual and family enrichment activities. All children in the GTKR 
program will receive individualized interventions based upon weakness identified 
through Brigance Screenings.  

 CDF/GTKR will absorb the cost to implement the program including materials and 
supplies needed for one-on-one support with students identified and referred to GTKR 
staff for assistance with language and literacy tutoring.  

 CDF/GTKR will evaluate the program effectiveness and share with Hinds County 
Human Resource Agency Staff.  

 Comply with all Head Start Program Performance Standards, as well as, federal, 
state and local regulations. 

 All reports generated for this program agreement by CDF/GTKR will be provided to 
the __________ 

 Selected _______ staff will be trained by CDF/GTKR staff on the process used to 
work with teachers and parents in the program.  

 
 
6. Compliance with ______ Policies.  While working on the Program or with any _______ 

staff or beneficiaries, Partner shall be required to comply with _____ Child Safeguarding 
policies and standards and protocols of interaction with program beneficiaries that ensure 
dignity, privacy and confidentiality, the Zero Tolerance Fraud Policy.   

 
7. ______ Responsibilities. 

 _____ will assess all 3 year old children using the BRIGANCE III assessment tool and 
will refer children identified with a significant delay in Language/Vocabulary to local 
GTKR staff and/or consultants for additional support by way of one-on-one assistance 
and parental services. 

 _______ will collaborate with Child Care, the Local School District (LSD/LEA) and 
CDF/GTKR on transition activities for children entering kindergarten to ensure smooth 
and seamless transitions into school. 

 ________ will work with the GTKR program data analysis consultant to provide 
qualitative and quantitative data for the purpose of program evaluation. 

 ________ will provide individual child data necessary to evaluate and measure the 
effectiveness of the GTKR program interventions. 

 
8. Confidential Information; Intellectual Property and Proprietary Rights.  

All documents and information furnished by CDF to _______ shall remain the property of 
CDF and shall be returned upon request, or upon termination of completion of this 
Agreement.  No use of these materials, other than as required for performance of the 
duties under this Agreement, may be made without the express written permission of CDF. 
 
_______ acknowledges that it shall be provided or have access to the confidential 
business information and trade secrets of CDF, including but not limited to copyrighted 
material, trade names, trademarks, service marks, CDF tools, methodologies, trade 
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secrets, business and financial strategies, projections, and other data, current and 
prospective partner information and records, and other intellectual property of CDF 
(“Confidential Information”).  Such Confidential Information shall also be deemed to 
include any information or material, which is produced within the scope of this Agreement.  
_______ understands that CDF strictly prohibits the unauthorized use or distribution of 
any Confidential Information, and that _______ shall not use or disclose any such 
Confidential Information without the prior written consent of CDF.  _______ accepts 
liability for any unauthorized disclosure or use of Confidential Information and recognizes 
that the improper and impermissible disclosure or use of any Confidential Information can 
and will cause irreparable damage to CDF.  In the event of any improper or 
unauthorized disclosure of Confidential Information by _______, _______ hereby 
consents to the immediate entry of preliminary and permanent injunctive relief, 
prohibiting any further disclosures by _______. 
 

9. Rights to Work Product.  CDF and _______ each acknowledge that performance of the 
services under this Agreement, either solely or jointly with others, may result in the 
creation or development of trade secrets, methods, formulae, projections, business plans, 
techniques, improvements, strategies, data, trademarks, service marks, copyrightable 
original works of authorship, and other forms of intellectual property (collectively, the 
“Work Product”).  _______ agrees to promptly and fully disclose to CDF any and all 
Work Product generated by _______ as a result of its work under this Agreement, 
whether generated during or after the term of this Agreement.  _______ further agrees 
that it will not, other than in the performance of services under this Agreement, make use 
of or disclose the Work Product to others.  All Work Product discovered, created, or 
developed under this Agreement is, shall be, and shall remain the sole and exclusive 
property of CDF and its assigns and shall not be disclosed or used by _______ except 
for the exclusive benefit of CDF.  Except as specifically set forth in writing and signed by 
both CDF and _______, CDF shall have all copyright, trade name, trademark, service 
mark, and other proprietary rights allowed by law with respect to any discovered, 
created or developed Work Product.  If and to the extent that _______ may, under 
applicable law, be entitled to claim any ownership interest in the Work Product, it 
hereby transfers, grants, conveys, assigns and relinquishes exclusively to CDF any and all 
right, title and interest it now has or may hereafter acquire in and to the Work Product in 
perpetuity or for the longest period of time otherwise permitted by law.  _______ 
further agrees, as to the Work Product, to assist CDF, at the expense of CDF, in every 
reasonable way to obtain and, from time to time, enforce patents, copyrights, trade 
name, trademarks, service marks, trade secrets and other rights and protection relating 
to the Work Product. 

 
10. Entire Agreement.  This Agreement supersedes any and all other agreements, either oral 

or in writing, between the parties hereto with respect to the subject matter hereof.  No 
changes, alterations, modifications, additions, qualifications, or amendments to the terms 
of the Agreement shall be made except upon written agreement of the parties. 
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11. Governing Law and Selection of Forum. The validity of this Agreement and any of its 

terms, conditions or provisions as well as the rights of the parties shall be governed by 
the laws of the District of Columbia, without regard to principles of conflicts of law.  The 
litigation of any claims between the parties shall be undertaken in the courts of the 
District of Columbia.  In the event of a dispute, both parties agree to notify each other of 
their concerns and make a good faith effort to resolve the dispute. 

 
12. Notice to parties. All notices provided for herein shall be in writing and delivered to the 

other party’s representative, whose name and address appears below.  Each party can 
change its respective designated representatives, or its address, by providing written 
notice to the other. 

 
13. Assignment. Neither party may assign this MOU or any of its rights or obligations 

hereunder without the prior written consent of the other party. 
 

14. Signatures. In witness whereof, the parties to this MOU through their duly authorized 
representatives have executed this MOU on the days and dates set out below, and 
certify that they have read, understood, and agreed to the terms and conditions of this 
MOU as set forth herein. 

The effective date of this MOU is ______.  
 
 
To CDF:      To Partner: 

Oleta Fitzgerald, Southern Regional 
Director 

 

Children’s Defense Fund  
P.O. Box 11437 Jackson, MS  39283  
601.321.1966   

The parties, in person or by their undersigned agents, certify they have read this 
Agreement in its entirety, understand its terms, and enter into it freely and voluntarily.  
 

For Children’s Defense Fund:  
 
Signature: ___________________________ 
Oleta Fitzgerald, Southern Regional Director  
Date:___________________ 
 
 
For Partner:  
Signature:____________________________ 
Date:___________________ 
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APPLICATION FOR ENROLLMENT

1 

  

 

    Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness  

     
 

    APPLICATION FOR ENROLLMENT  
Instructions: Please answer all questions. Your response will be kept confidential.  

  CHILD INFORMATION  
 

Child’s Legal Name (Last):                                                               (First):                                      (MI):  
Preferred Name:                                                                                 Date of Birth:      /      / 
Sex (Circle): Male or Female  
Race (Check all that apply): ___Black    ___Hispanic ___ Asian/Pacific ___White ___Other:  
Language Spoken at home: ___English ___Other:  
 
U.S. Citizen? Yes or No        If not, nation of origin:  
Name of child care center or provider:  
Address:                                                                                             Phone: (  )            
Please check the category that best describes this provider: 
___ Head Start ___ Day care center ___Family day care home ___Friend/Relative 
Does the child have health insurance coverage (Circle) : Yes or No 
If yes (Check one): ___ Private ___Medicaid ___CHIP ___Other:  
Doctor’s Name:                                                                Address: 
City:                                 State:                               Zip:                        Phone: (     )  
Dentist’s Name:                                                               Address: 
City:                                 State:                               Zip:                        Phone: (     )  
Does child have a diagnosed disability or special need (Circle): Yes or No  
If yes, state diagnosis, date, and source: 
 
 
Do you suspect that your child may have an undiagnosed disability or special need (Circle): Yes or No  
If yes, why?  
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    Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness  

     
 

    APPLICATION FOR ENROLLMENT  
Instructions: Please answer all questions. Your response will be kept confidential.  

  CHILD INFORMATION  
 

Child’s Legal Name (Last):                                                               (First):                                      (MI):  
Preferred Name:                                                                                 Date of Birth:      /      / 
Sex (Circle): Male or Female  
Race (Check all that apply): ___Black    ___Hispanic ___ Asian/Pacific ___White ___Other:  
Language Spoken at home: ___English ___Other:  
 
U.S. Citizen? Yes or No        If not, nation of origin:  
Name of child care center or provider:  
Address:                                                                                             Phone: (  )            
Please check the category that best describes this provider: 
___ Head Start ___ Day care center ___Family day care home ___Friend/Relative 
Does the child have health insurance coverage (Circle) : Yes or No 
If yes (Check one): ___ Private ___Medicaid ___CHIP ___Other:  
Doctor’s Name:                                                                Address: 
City:                                 State:                               Zip:                        Phone: (     )  
Dentist’s Name:                                                               Address: 
City:                                 State:                               Zip:                        Phone: (     )  
Does child have a diagnosed disability or special need (Circle): Yes or No  
If yes, state diagnosis, date, and source: 
 
 
Do you suspect that your child may have an undiagnosed disability or special need (Circle): Yes or No  
If yes, why?  
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2 

  PARENT/GUARDIAN CONTACT INFORMATION  
 

Name of Parent or Legal Guardian:                                                                 Age:  

Relationship to the child:                                                                                

Mailing Address:  

City:                                   State:                                   Zip:                          County:  

Street Address (if different):  

City:                                   State:                                  Zip:                           County:  
Evening Phone: (   )                                                Daytime Phone: (   )                    Cell #: (   )  
EMERGENCY CONTACT (If parent or guardian cannot be reached)  
Name:                                                           Address:  
 
City:                                                              State:                                 Zip:               Phone:  (   )  
 
Relationship to child:  
 

 

  FAMILY INFORMATION  
 

Does parent/guardian have health insurance (Circle)? Yes or No  
 
Current Employment Status (Check One):                                               Annual Household Income (Check 
One):  
__ Work full time                                                                                      __ Under $15,000 
__ Work part time                                                                                     __ $15,000-$25,000 
__ Unemployed                                                                                         __ Over $25,000 
__ Disabled 
__Full time student 
__Retired  
 
Does parent/guardian own transportation (Circle)? Yes or No  
 
Please circle the number indicating parent/guardian’s highest educational level completed:  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12                       13 14 15 16                               17 18 19 20 21 
(Elementary/Middle/High School)         (College)                                (Graduate School)  
 
Other adults with responsibility for child:                                                                        Living with child 
(Circle)?  
Name:_________________________    Relationship to child:____________                      Yes or No  
Name:_________________________    Relationship to child:____________                      Yes or No  
Name:_________________________    Relationship to child:____________                      Yes or No  
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3 

 
 
 

 
Certification: I certify that all the above information is true and complete to the best of my knowledge. I also 
understand that this information is for the provision of Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness services only and will 
remain confidential.  
 
 _______________________________________________________       _____________________ 
Parent/Guardian’s Signature       Date 
 
________________________________________________________            ______________________ 
Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness Learning Advocate’s Signature  Date 
 
 

First and Last Name of 
Child 

Date of Birth Sex Relationship to 
GTKR Child 

Has Health 
Insurance  
(Circle)? 

  M        F  Yes              No 

  M        F  Yes              No 

  M        F  Yes              No 

  M        F  Yes              No 
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About the Children’s  
Defense Fund Southern 
Regional Office 

The Children’s Defense Fund Southern Regional 
Office (CDF-SRO) opened in Jackson, Mississippi 
in January 1995 to improve policies and programs 
for children in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, 
Louisiana, and Mississippi. Since 1995, CDF-SRO 
has built a network of religious and community 
organizations, children’s advocates, youth leaders, 
and public and elected officials across the South. 
Over the years, CDF-SRO has worked with black 
caucuses in southern states on their states’ 
legislation to implement the Personal Responsibility 
Act of 1996; helped form the Mississippi Low 
Income Child Care Initiative; increased the number 
of Mississippi children enrolled in the Children’s 
Health Insurance Program (CHIP) from less than 
700 to more than 60,000 in four years; and worked 
with legislative leaders and community partners 
to ensure that the Mississippi Adequate Education 
Program is fully funded to secure additional funding 
for the state’s at-risk students.

Since the year 2000, CDF-SRO has worked to 
build a systems-based alignment approach to 
early childhood education and K-12 public schools 
in Mississippi. This work includes two initiatives: 
Gateway to Kindergarten Readiness (GTKR) and 
Supporting Partnerships to Assure Ready Kids 
(SPARK). Both GTKR and SPARK are focused on 
ensuring children are ready for kindergarten and 
that there is joint professional development and 
alignment of curricula, assessments, and strategies 
between early education providers and the public 
schools into which they feed.

About Genesis  
Consulting Group, LLC

Genesis Consulting 
Group partners 
with and empowers 
clients in the business, nonprofit, education, faith-
based, and public spheres to create transformative 
community development solutions. Since 1998, 
Genesis Consulting Group has helped local, 
regional, national, and international organizations 
build capacity to achieve their goals through 
strategic planning, board and leadership 
development, resource development, evaluation, 
and other services.

About  
the W.K. Kellogg Foundation

The W.K. Kellogg Foundation (WKKF), founded 
in 1930 as an independent, private foundation 
by breakfast cereal pioneer, Will Keith Kellogg, is 
among the largest philanthropic foundations in the 
United States. Guided by the belief that all children 
should have an equal opportunity to thrive, WKKF 
works with communities to create conditions for 
vulnerable children so they can realize their full 
potential in school, work, and life.




