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Date:
May 23, 2008
To:
Leah Hendey
From:
Claudia Coulton & Rob Fischer
RE:
School Readiness Consultation Memo
As a component of the School Readiness and Early Grade Support project, we sought to engage local partners in Cuyahoga County, Ohio, around the discussion of school readiness and the data available to inform such discussion. The goal of this process was to identify key issues and potential results that could be the focus of collaborative activities around school readiness and success, and obtain local partners’ suggestions on future activities as well as secure their support.
The preparation of the Systems Scan document provided an effective mechanism for engaging local leaders on this topic. The invitation to provide comments and reactions to the draft scan was received in a very positive way, and individuals were enthusiastic about the involvement of Cuyahoga County as a site in this Annie E Casey Foundation-funded project. The profile of the project and the staging of the process worked well in furthering the engagement of local partners.

Consultation Process

We used the system scan as the principal method for engaging local partners in the emerging dialogue. We began by approaching the County’s Office of Early Childhood (aka, Invest in Children) to secure support for the work and get initial feedback on the approach. Since the launch of its predecessor entity (i.e., Early Childhood Initiative) in 1999, Invest in Children has become the central player in all efforts within Cuyahoga County related to the early childhood population (prenatal to age 6). With an annual operating budget of approximately $25 million, Invest in Children is now seen as a core funder, planner, and convener in this domain of services and policy. Invest in Children saw the clear alignment between the goals of the project and their goals related to school readiness, so support was full and immediate.

Next, drawing on the status of Invest in Children, we were able to access to the 14 entities that have a representative on the IIC Executive Committee. The IIC Executive Committee is the body charged with planning, coordinating, and monitoring the work of IIC across its numerous strategies operating in four goal areas.  Table A summarizes the entities involved in the consultation process. We introduced the project to the entities and disseminated the Systems Scan, asking for their reactions and recommendations. Over a several week period we received feedback from the entities. Some feedback involved corrections to organizational roles, structures, or terminology, while other feedback was more conceptual, dealing with the linkages across players within the system. 
TABLE A: Entities Involved in Consultations  
	Category of Partners
	Organizations

	County Departments
	Office of Early Childhood, Employment & Family Services, Department of Children and Family Services, County Office of Health and Human Services

	County Agencies
	Help Me Grow, Family and Children First Council, Cuyahoga County Board of Health, Cuyahoga County Board of Mental Health, Cuyahoga County Board of Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities, Educational Service Center of Cuyahoga County

	City of Cleveland
	Cleveland Department of Public Health - Environmental Health Division, Cleveland Department of Public Health – Mom’s First home visiting program 

	Private Agency
	Starting Point (Early Care Resource and Referral Agency in Cuyahoga County)

	Funders
	Board of County Commissioners, The Cleveland Foundation, The George Gund Foundation.  

	KIDSCOUNT Grantee
	Children’s Defense Fund of Ohio, based in Columbus, Ohio

	Public Schools
	Cleveland Metropolitan  School District


In addition to the entities directly involved in the work of Invest in Children, we also consulted with the state KIDSCOUNT grantee (CDF-Ohio), and the Cleveland Municipal School District (CMSD). The discussion with CDF-Ohio yielded useful perspective on relevant activities and initiatives around the state that could inform the work in Cuyahoga County. In addition, there was agreement to stay connected regarding data development issues for school readiness, since CDF-Ohio has many data relationships throughout the state. The conversations with CMSD remain preliminary and we anticipate this being a greater emphasis in the coming phase of the project. At present, connection has been made via a research consultant retained by CMSD as well as through one of the Assistant Superintendents, primarily related to provisional analyses on the issue of chronic absenteeism.
Themes Emerging from Consultation Process
As local partners were consulted, there was an overwhelming sentiment that the objectives of the project were quite important. The individuals working across the various domains recognize that to the extent that school readiness is a shared objective of all domains, there needs to be a concerted coordinated effort to achieve that objective. Several themes in this regard did emerge.
Everyone wants more data and recognizes limits of existing information
The representatives of each entity consulted thus far have suggested topics of interest that they would like to see investigated. As the discussion turned to sources of data to inform the topic, the all too frequent reality is that available data are at best incomplete and at worst nonexistent on many of the topics of interest. Admittedly, there remains a territoriality regarding data, even beyond FERPA, HIPAA, and other IRB-related limitations attached to specific data. As such, there are proprietary data that exist within specific entities that, if shared, could meaningfully inform the broader discussion of school readiness, especially if linked to other data at the child level.    
Despite systems integration efforts, fragmentations persists

Without question, since the launch of Invest in Children, there has been a consolidation of decision making and funding related to early childhood programming in Cuyahoga County. Accompanying this movement have been numerous tangible efforts to improve institutional linkages and program integration among the key players. This has served to solidify the partnership among the lead agencies within the IIC framework and the providers the lead agencies fund to implement direct services. Despite these improvements, fragmentation continues to be an issue both within the IIC system and external to the IIC system. The magnitude of the initiative and the wide range of institutional partners means that the goal of integration requires ongoing emphasis and commitment of resources and attention to sustain gains.   
Local efforts need coordination with state-level advocacy
Efforts and initiatives are underway in Ohio and their role needs to better integrated into an understanding of the service system in Cuyahoga County. These efforts include three in particular: (a) Voice for Ohio’s Children, Northeast Ohio’s only child advocacy organization, is focused on advocacy efforts in public policy to ensure that children are well-educated, healthy and safe; (b) Ohio Groundwork Campaign - a coalition of professionals, advocates, community leaders, and organizations working to make publicly-funded high-quality preschool, full-day kindergarten, and health and behavioral development supports available to all children; (c) BUILD–Ohio which is a multi-state partnership that helps states construct a coordinated system of programs, policies and services that responds to the needs of young children and their families. 
Next Steps

As the policy brief is completed, our intent is to share this work with our local partners for comment and reaction. In addition, we expect to more directly engage authorities at the Cleveland Municipal School District in this dialogue. Subsequently, the work of the second phase will be carried out according to the original proposal. We believe that the approach of sharing draft analyses with our local partners will continue to be an effective way to engage them and secure their buy-in for the work of the project. 
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