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Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS) is the lead agency for the Early Childhood Educator Professional Development (ECEPD) Project that builds on an existing strong relationship among the school district, Child Care Resources Inc., and Smart Start of Mecklenburg County to develop and implement Early Childhood Educator Professional Development Centers of Excellence. The ECEPD Project provides high-quality, sustained, and intensive professional development designed to support developmentally appropriate instruction for preschool-age children based on the best available research on early childhood pedagogy, child development, and preschool learning. The goals of the project are comprehensive: (1) increase the availability of language rich environments that will reduce the likelihood of later failure in school for the community’s most at risk children; (2) increase the number of teachers, assistants, and administrators engaged in the professional development needed to support early reading skills; and (3) increase the number of parents involved in learning important skills to support their children’s development, particularly in the cognitive and language domains. The Behavior and Reading Improvement Center at the University of North Carolina Charlotte provides external evaluation support for the project. We regularly compare learning environments, classroom instruction, learning outcomes, and administrator, teacher, assistant, and parent opinions regarding the context, input, process, and products of the project.

Intervention

The project incorporated a professional development model based on interrelated assumptions about research, early reading, language and literacy development, social behavior, and what constitutes effective early literacy instruction with what has been effective in efforts to educate all children: (1) the knowledge exists to teach all children to read well; we know how children learn to read, what factors impede reading development, and which instructional approaches provide the most benefit, and (2) effective professional development is school-based, ongoing, and tied directly to teachers’ efforts to implement new or revised activities in their classrooms. To be successful, children need coherent, intentional pre-K instruction; to be effective in providing it, teachers need sustained and intensive professional development that is more than the short-term, one day workshops often provided to improve teaching skills. The professional development opportunities provided in the project share several core features: (a) ongoing (measured in years) collaboration of teachers for purposes of planning with (b) the explicit goal of improving students’ achievement of clear learning goals, (c) anchored by attention to students’ thinking, the curriculum, and pedagogy, with (d) access to alternative ideas and methods and opportunities to observe these in action and to reflect on the reasons for their effectiveness.

Participants and Setting
One hundred an seventy-two (172) More at Four (MAF) staff members, including teachers, teacher assistants and directors, numerous family members of children in the More at Four program, and the ECEPD grant team members were the participants for this grant project.. The Pre-Kindergarten teachers hold bachelor’s degrees and must obtain Birth - Kindergarten licensure within three years. The teacher assistants have diverse educational backgrounds ranging from high school diplomas to bachelor degrees and the directors have various educational backgrounds with at least an Administrative 
Credential Level III. The ECEPD grant team has members with master level licensure, but all members have at minimum a bachelor’s degree with experience and expertise in their area of employment. Students in MAF, a statewide program that enhances kindergarten readiness by providing quality education experiences to four-year-olds at risk for school failure, have never participated in an early education program and are from families with low socio-economic status. The classrooms are located in neighborhoods where over 50% of students receive free or reduced lunch.

The setting for professional development varies from actual Pre-Kindergarten classrooms, to the university, to professional conferences, to spaces in public schools and agencies who provide in-kind spaces for workshops and seminars. Such spaces include classrooms, auditoriums, cafeterias, and multipurpose rooms, child care centers, churches, and community agencies.

Curriculum
 The professional development curriculum for the grant project consists of many different opportunities to meet the various needs of the participants. The primary source for the MAF staff has been the embedded coaching. Coaching offers ongoing supportive 
learning opportunities directly in the classroom setting. Literacy Coaches and participants to build nurturing relationships that enhance instructional practices. 
Participants still have the opportunity to attend in-services and workshops to gain knowledge on various content areas; but in-services and workshops are followed-up and supported through bi-weekly small group meetings where teachers to discuss and share ideas and strategies that they have learned. Professional conferences and professional readings offer immediate access to current research and provide a means for participants to network with and learn from other early childhood professionals. The collaboration with the local university and community college gives participants options for professional growth. Each semester we partner with the university to offer courses that our teachers need in order to obtain licensure, at the undergraduate, graduate, or master’s level for teachers.   Our partnership with Child Care Resources, Inc and the university has enabled directors to have specific professional development in instructional leadership.   Each  of these types of professional development are ongoing over multiple years. In addition to these activities during the year professional development curriculum is extended through summer institutes, which give participants the option to attend,
and choose professional development based on self-assessment, Litearacy coach recommendations and interest.
Provider
 The Project Director, Early Childhood Specialist, and Coordinator ensure the alignment of professional development to state standards, monitor progress, analyze achievement, and supervise expenditures. They also consult with community partners, maintain and monitor data collection, coordinate credit-bearing coursework, and schedule logistics for all professional development. Literacy Coaches provide ongoing, daily support to teachers and make the link between scientifically-based reading instruction, research theory, and practice. They support teachers in classroom instruction, promote planning, train teachers in the best use of assessment data, model strong instructional practices and strategies, and provide critical feedback for all professional development activities. Family Coaches provide professional development for parents. They enhance and revise the family involvement program, offer professional development for both teachers and parents to promote strong family partnerships and increased family engagement in their children’s development. They develop and implement strategies to maximize family participation in children’s literacy and language development. Other key providers include the partnerships with the University of North Carolina Charlotte for external evaluation and credit bearing coursework, and Child Care Resource for community collaboration and professional development support in child care leadership and management. Additional providers 
were attained through contract personnel who are experts in the field of early literacy, 
special needs, English Language Learners, and various content areas.

Duration
 The proposed project is based on three years of implementation. During this time all activities are on-going and designed to be intensive, of high quality, and sustained over time.

Intensity
A minimum of 800 hours of professional development will have been provided by the end of the project. The hours of professional development consist of: approximately 630 hours of embedded coaching and 36 hours of small group support meetings for all participants. The opportunity for individual professional development hours through college-bearing coursework, content workshops, and professional conferences is 
incorporated in the remaining 134+ hours of professional development.

Implementation Fidelity
 Key information has been collected over the course of the project and includes interviews, observations, reflection, OWL monitoring checklists, surveys, and video analysis documenting key aspects of professional development content, procedures, and strategies. Teacher observations and evaluations are also used in assessing implementation fidelity. The information gathered from this data provides formative ongoing evidence of the appropriateness of this model and of the need to modify stages or aspects of the project’s implementation. Summative evaluations are completed quarterly utilizing the district’s assessments - Work Sampling Systems (WWS), reading logs and parent event documentation. In addition, annual external summative evaluations are conducted and included: The Early Learning and Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) toolkit, Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test PPVT, CIRCLR Teacher Observation Rating Scale, and the Individual Growth Development Indicators (IGDI). These assessments align with the projects’ goals and objectives and are valuable instruments for determining evidence of participants’ acquisition and use of new knowledge, and learning outcome of the children. 

Evaluation Design

A purpose of the evaluation was to measure, document, and judge achievements. We regularly collected and contrasted evidence of participants’ acquisition and use of new knowledge as well as changes in learning outcomes for teachers and children across treatment and comparison classrooms. The goal was to illustrate the differences and outcomes between conditions in which the intervention was present and those in which it was not.

We addressed the following evaluation questions:

· To what extent did early childhood educators in the project participate in high quality, sustained, and intensive professional development activities?

· To what extent did early childhood educators in the project create and maintain language rich environments for at-risk children participating in the district’s preschool program?

· To what extent the project increase the number of early childhood educators engaged in professional development needed to support early reading skills?
· To what extent did the project increase the number of parents involved in learning important skills to support their children’s development, particularly in the cognitive and language domains?
· To what extent did children participating in the project achieve and maintain important cognitive, language, and early literacy learning outcomes?
We documented all professional development activities and used a quasi-experimental design with randomized comparison classrooms to establish the impact of them on participating children and their peers in other settings. We compared data gathered before, during, and after participation for teachers and students in targeted classrooms and their peers in no-treatment comparison classrooms with similar demographics and needs. Additionally, students were compared to themselves before, during, and after receiving interventions; such reflexive control comparisons and growth analyses are widely accepted as best practices for isolating effects of extraneous factors when conducting evaluations in similar projects.

Comparison group children received comparable amounts of instruction, but the quality of it was not controlled by a unified curriculum approach, the fidelity of it was not regularly monitored by systematic efforts, and the delivery of it was not supported by sustained and intensive professional development activities.

The sampling frame for the project included a minimum of 35 treatment and 10 comparison classrooms randomly selected from those providing services in participating school districts. Each classroom typically enrolled 18 children taught by a teacher and a full-time assistant. 

We used the PPVT-III, EVT, IGDI, ELLCO, and other project-developed measures to address our research questions. The technical adequacy of the standardize measures is available in other sources. We used a team of experts to address the validity and reliability of other assessments.

Evaluation Implementation

We demonstrated pretest statistical equivalence across treatment and comparison groups for all analyses (see Performance Report and findings below). All assessments were completed during the same timeframe using the same measures and data collection methods for children and teachers in the treatment and comparison classrooms. Within-year attrition rates were consistently small (<10%) and response rates for teachers and children were consistently high (>95%). Because neither random selection of teachers nor random assignment of treatments to teachers was completely possible, we used a quasi-experimental design based on extant data in this study. To control for teacher effects and potential violations of the independence of our data, we randomly selected participants from two comparable groups of preschool children. We analyzed children’s scores with 2 x 2 repeated measures ANOVAs with group (treatment vs. comparison) as a between subjects factor and time (pretest vs. posttest) as a within-subjects factor. Differences within and between the groups were analyzed as appropriate based on main and interaction effect outcomes as were effect sizes and percent improvements in performance as indications of statistical as well as practical significance of outcomes (Cohen, 1969, 1988; Thompson, 2006). As needed, we adjusted the level of significance using the Bonferroni correction to account for the increased probability of Type II error resulting from the use of multiple t-tests for simple effects comparisons (cf. Thompson, 2006). We experienced few problems implementing our design and lesson learned have been documented in annual performance reports.

Evaluation Findings

Outcomes from statistical analyses and other results have been documented in annual performance reports. We summarize selected findings in the following sections.

In the fall and spring of the first project year, the evaluation team completed the Early Language and Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) to assess the availability of high quality preschool environments in Treatment (n=37) and Comparison (n=11) classrooms. We also documented fidelity of implementation in Treatment classrooms. To evaluate the effects of differences in the availability of language rich environments, the team compared individual child assessments with the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, the Expressive Vocabulary Test, and the Upper Case Letter Naming Fluency measure from the Individual Growth and Development Indicators. Similar outcomes were documented in most recent performance report.

Availability of Language Rich Environments

	Goal
	Outcome

	Initial scores on indicators (e.g., ELLCO) will reflect rich oral language and print environments.

	· High levels of indicators (M=85.65%) were evident for initial observations in Treatment classrooms and scores on indicators reflected rich oral language and print environments. Fall ELLCO Scores in Control classrooms (M=75.76%) were lower. 



	Pretest and posttest scores will reflect stable or improved indicators (e.g., ELLCO) of rich oral language and print environments.


	· Stable levels of rich oral language and print rich environment indicators were evident across pretest (85.65%) and posttest (81.98%) assessments (see Figure 1); average indicators for pretest and posttest assessments were above 80%.



	
	Figure 1
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	Pretest and posttest scores will reflect different indicators (e.g., ELLCO) of rich oral language and print environments compared to comparison classrooms.


	· Differences between treatment and comparison classrooms on pretest (t=1.62, df=45, p>0.01) and posttest (t=2.23, df=46, p>0.01) comparisons were not significant; however, effect sizes for these outcomes were large reflecting practical differences between early language and literacy environments in Treatment and Control Classrooms.



	At least 90% of classrooms will demonstrate fidelity to the core curriculum and selected supplemental materials.


	· Evidence of fidelity to the core curriculum was high (100%) in all of the classrooms.




Effects of Language Rich Environments

	Goal
	Outcome

	Pretest and posttest scores for students participating in the project will reflect stable or improved indicators of receptive and expressive language and early literacy skills (e.g., Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, Expressive Vocabulary Test, Upper Case Letter Naming Fluency) when compared to peers not participating in the project.

Figure 2
	· Fall and Spring PPVT, EVT, and Upper Case Letter Naming Fluency scores were not different for children in the Treatment and Comparison group classrooms (see Figure 2). Effect sizes for Fall to Spring comparisons were moderate to large for Treatment group EVT and Upper Case Letter Naming Fluency gains and improvements in these scores were similar for Treatment group children and their Comparison group peers; small effect sizes were evident for PPVT scores.
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Effects of Language Rich Environments (continued)

	Goal
	Outcome

	
	

	Percentage of children with a standard score of 85 or above on the posttest Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test will be greater for treatment than for comparison classrooms.


	The percentage of four-year-old children with a PPVT standard score of 85 or above was similar for the Treatment (69%, 68%) and Comparison (68%, 50%) groups on the Fall and Spring assessments (see Figure 3). Additionally, more than four times as many children improved from Fall to Spring on the PPVT in the treatment group (12%) compared to the comparison group (3%).

	
	Figure 3
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Professional Development

To evaluate the appropriateness and effects of ongoing professional development opportunities provided to project participants we regularly assessed participation rates for teachers, assistants, and administrators. We also evaluated perceptions relative to the overall value of the efforts as well as to key aspects of the appropriateness, usefulness, and practical value of the content.

	Goal
	Outcome

	At least 85% of teachers in the core settings will participate in professional development addressing effective early literacy instruction.


	· 89% of teachers participated in professional development addressing effective early literacy instruction



	At least 85% of teacher assistants in the core settings will participate in professional development addressing effective early literacy instruction.


	· 96% of teacher assistants participated in professional development addressing effective early literacy instruction



	At least 85% of administrators in the core settings will participate in professional development addressing effective early literacy instruction.


	· 85% of administrators participated in professional development addressing effective early literacy instruction



	At least 85% of educators in the core settings will report positive feedback on professional development addressing effective early literacy instruction.


	· 98% of educators reported positive feedback on professional development addressing effective early literacy instruction




Parent Involvement

Building bridges between home and school and providing literacy-rich home environments are essential to positive outcomes for all children. Researchers have found that higher student achievement occurred when real partnerships between families and schools existed. These positive working relationships between home and school are especially important for children who are socially and economically disadvantaged and at risk for school failure. Specifically, parent involvement positively influences academic performance as well as social and emotional competence and parents who more fully participate in active collaborative programs have children who score better on literacy assessments and other measures of achievement.

To evaluate the appropriateness and effects of ongoing professional development opportunities provided to project participants we regularly assess participation of parents in their child’s preschool experience. We also document parents’ participation in home literacy activities.

	Goal
	Outcome

	At least 85% of all parents will visit the school at least four times within each school year for educational purposes, as indicated by school records.


	· 83% of parents participated in at least four school visits for educational purposes during the year



	At least 85% of all parents will read a minimum of 100 books to their child during the school year, as indicated by a log.


	· 98% of parents read a minimum of 100 books to their child during the school year
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