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September 12, 2011
Attn: Early Childhood Cabinet/ RTT grant team

Congratulations on successfully developing a strong collaboration for the Race to the Top Early Learning
Challenge grant and for identifying strong priorities for the grant. If Connecticut were to receive the
grant, it will significantly improve outcomes for our young children.

| would like to submit the following comments.
Support Teacher Certification for Integrated Early Childhood/Early Childhood Special Education

First, please consider supporting the education of certified early childhood and early childhood special
education teachers. As the coordinator of the Early Childhood Alternate Route to Certification at Charter
Oak State College, | can report that there is a continuing need for certified early childhood teachers. The
program has graduated 42 individuals in four years and this graduation rate appears to be in pace with
the demand as 90% of graduates currently hold certified positions. Their employers consistently report
100% satisfaction with graduates of this program and candidates indicate through pre and post self-
assessment of skills a large increase in learning across all instructional content areas. Experienced
teachers in the field who complete the program consistently indicate that the program made them more
knowledgeable and effective teachers than they were prior to completing the program, demonstrating
that even after a bachelor’s degree and years of experience in the field there is still an important role for
post-baccalaureate education for early childhood teachers. The program prepares candidates to hold
positions in magnet schools and early intervention and early childhood special education programs.
Candidates for the program must already possess a bachelor’s degree in a related field and have three
years of experience in the field. Candidates represent mature and advanced professionals and this
opportunity is creating advanced leaders and highly training professionals in the field. This is the only
alternate route to certification in early childhood in Connecticut and for the majority of students their
only means of obtaining the certificate as they are working professionals who are unable to complete
certification through a traditional program. We have an active alumni association and these individuals
have gone on to make a positive impact in the field, many are now pursuing master’s degrees in
education. Please support programs like this which train professionals at advanced levels.

Support On-going Technical Assistance

Second, | spend over 100 hours in the field every year conducting observations and coaching/consulting
with pre-service and in-service teachers. From this experience a number of areas consistently appear as
concerns in which teachers do not feel they have received adequate training and repeatedly seek
additional assistance in the field. Furthermore, there are very few quality coaches available with
adequate expertise in these areas to support the problems professionals are encountering in the field:
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1) Working with children with emotional disturbances and problem behaviors. | have
been working with teachers for over 15 years and | have noticed a marked increased
in the reporting of incidents of extreme behavior problems both through my own
direct observations and as reported by teachers. Very few programs in CT have staff
qualified to create effective problem behavior plans for children. This is the most
commonly reported issue that | (and my faculty) encounter in the field both with
new and experienced professionals. Teachers across types of professional settings
report that their directors and educational consultants are not able to adequately
support them in this area as well, either because they lack the expertise or there isn't
enough time available for them to conduct observations and in-class coaching. In

addition to supporting technical assistance around problem behavior supports,
professionals in the field should complete a course in behavior management very
early in their course of study. Currently students are not specifically required to take
a course devoted to that topic alone and, if they do complete a course specific to
behavior management, will complete this course later in their program of study.

2) Working with families who do not speak or read or write English. Many teachers in
CT work in programs where children are developing English, but their parents are
not. Teachers are impeded in their ability to support children’s development when
they cannot communicate with parents. This is currently an issue in birth through
kindergarten programs. The teachers | have worked with work very hard to
respectfully and creatively address the issue through the use of translators,
translated materials, and learning Spanish themselves (although this is not limited to
Spanish). Preparing more bilingual teachers is one way to address the problem;
however, supporting parents to communicate in English through English language
programs in the school districts is another strategy that could be considered and
would more directly support parents in Connecticut.

3) Adult literacy has a direct impact on children’s ability to read and succeed in school.
Many of our urban communities have adult literacy rates currently over 50% (e.g.,
Bridgeport, Waterbury, and Hartford). This places a significant number of children at
risk for poor success in school. Preschool teachers and early literacy curriculum alone

will not ameliorate the risk factor of having a parent who cannot read.

4) Supporting children with special needs, in particular children on the autism
spectrum, significant learning delays or ADHD. Many teachers have reported
inadequate access to technical assistance for inclusion of children’s whose special

needs make it difficult for them to fully participate in the social and learning life of a
classroom. In particular, early childhood teachers consistently seek information for
supporting children on the autism spectrum, significant learning delays, or ADHD,
These challenges cannot be taught in a single course, but are best addressed through
on-site coaching and consultation that is specific to an individual child’s needs. Most
early childhood teachers complete only one course in special needs, that alone is not
enough to prepare teachers to work with children with complex learning and
emotional needs.
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5) Working with children in poverty. Teachers report serious challenges to working with
families and children existing in extreme poverty. Children they work with often
have unmet physical needs, health issues, extreme emotional issues, smaller
vocabularies, no literacy activities in the home, and lack general world knowledge.
Their families frequently have had limited success in school and do not possess
positive feelings about school. Many children in urban areas are spending time with
family members who are uninvolved with their education or spending time
unsupervised, are exposed to high levels of stress and instability, lack access to safe
outdoor areas and high quality nutrition and consistent medical care. These are
significant barriers for teachers who may be well trained and implementing well
planned curricula, but only have a child for a limited portion of their day. Teachers
report spending money out of their own pockets to provide families with resources
that families themselves cannot afford. Early learning curriculum alone cannot fully
address the issues of these at-risk children. Child poverty and community
development in Connecticut must be aggressively addressed in order to reduce the
achievement gap.

Please consider the need for ongoing technical assistance for teachers encountering challenges while in
the workforce. Workshops for in-service teachers, while cost effective, may not be as effective as on-
going individualized technical assistance that takes place within the classroom setting where the
coaching is needed. One strategy that may be implemented would be to use a QRS to link technical
assistance to evidenced needs (while also collecting data in aggregate on challenges teachers are facing
in the field). If you have not read this report, | would strongly recommend it:
http://www.childtrends.org/Fi|es/Chi|d_Trends—201l_Od_Z?ﬁFR_CoachingEarlyCare.pdf

Please support ongoing technical assistance and the training of high quality educational consultants
around more challenging issues for teachers, such as those listed above. Continuing education BEYOND
the bachelor’s degree must be supported in order to train individuals who will take on roles as early
childhood leaders and consultants. Additionally, there must be adult literacy available for parents to
enable them to maximally support their children.

Support Professional Development

There are significant barriers to completing education among individuals in the early childhood
workforce. The two which | encounter the most are financial and written language competencies. Early
childhood teachers do not make enough money to support the continuing education requirements of
the field. | have received multiple first hand reports of associate-level teachers planning to leave the
field for more financial stability and to avoid educational reguirements which they cannot afford nor will
see an increase in pay for completing. If there is no financial support for continuing education, CT will
not have a highly trained workforce and we will lose teachers. Additionally, many individuals are unable
to succeed in the collegiate environment due to poor writing abilities and limited English. Passing
candidates through programs and allowing them to graduate without successfully mastering English
should not continue, because these students cannot succeed in a bachelor’s-level programs. Many of
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them do not possess the English language competencies necessary to successfully pass the Praxis | and
become certified teachers. (25% of my applicants each year cannot complete the admissions process
due to an inability to pass Praxis | reading and writing yet they have completed bachelor’s degrees from
regionally accredited colleges). Additionally, | have observed many teachers unable to communicate
with children and co-teachers and parents. | have witnessed numerous problems occurring in the
classroom when a child was not understood by a teacher and this escalated to a problem behavior.
Additionally, | have observed limited English teachers unable to read a children’s book and interpret the
story with children because they did not fully understand the story themselves. A teacher in a public
supported preschool program should be able to communicate successfully in both oral and written
English. Programs must be put in place to improve the oral and written language competencies of
teachers if we are to keep these individuals in the field, positively impact children’s learning and reduce
turnover.

Data Systems and the QRS

Finally, | would encourage that in creating a data system, data be collected that can be directly linked to
trends in quality over time. For example, | would strongly recommend that you collect data that will
enable you to measure the turnover rate for teachers in early childhood. Research has shown (e .g.,
Marcy Whitebrook) that teacher turnover is significantly linked to poorer quality in programs. Teachers
face numerous challenges in the field. Some of these are general to the field, while some are specific to
CT. Understanding trends in turnover will be critical in creating an understanding of trends and issues in
our communities. Collecting data linked to individual teachers will strengthen the state’s ability to
identify critical issues in the field and link that to individual’s experiences and training.

Additionally, when creating a QRS, | would suggest that data be collected on quality that will allow you
to measure a programs ability to support children’s development using measurements that have been
normed and validated and collect in the same manner across ALL settings. For example, if NAEYC
accreditation is the highest level of quality and no other data is collected, then you lose critical power to
collect quality data in a manner that uses rigorously tested observation tools and objective
measurements in any accredited program. This data must be collected in order to measure and critically
evaluate trends in quality across the state.

Finally, | would encourage you to consider how you create any type of QRS system and ensure that you
do not unintentionally create a punitive system of evaluation. To prevent this, you must ensure that all
programs are supported through a QRS system with technical assistance and training. Programs should
be allowed to enter a QRS through a preliminary period where they are encouraged to make changes
based on a rating and then then be re-reviewed in a relatively short time period before receiving an
“official rating”. Any QRS that is put in placed should be piloted and any scale that is developed should
also be validated against known measures of quality such as the ECERS-R and CLASS.
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Thank you and keep up the good work,
Sincerely

Amy Watson

Coordinator, Early Childhood ARC
Charter Oak State College

860-832-3916
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continue to impede the child’s ability to learn in school. There is very limited capacity
for early education programs in Hartford, to address developmental or behavioral
issues. Often these children are simply expelled from early education programs rather
than receiving the specialized care needed to address the behavioral issues. When
children suffer from severe behavioral problems, it limits their ability to participate fully.
Thus, the children most in need of the protective factors offered by a high quality
comprehensive preschool, don't receive it. As a result, these children enter
Kindergarten lacking school readiness and with those same behavioral issues that
continue to impede them from learning.

This gap needs to be addressed. A therapeutic pre-school for children with challenging
behaviors that can serve as a model for other regions and providers is desperately
needed. By addressing these behavioral issues through a therapeutic component
integrated into an early education program, children with the most challenging issues
will receive the specialized assistance they need.

There are pockets of developmentally informed and sophisticated care for high needs
children happening through out the state but it is costly and not nearly at the capacity it
needs to be. One could say the achievement gap starts here; and starts early in life!
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