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In States that make it a priority to educate our youngest children . . . studies show students grow
up more likely to read and do math at grade level, graduate high school, hold a job, form more
stable families of their own. We know this works. So let’s do what works and make sure none of
our children start the race of life already behind.
—President Barack Obama, State of the Union, February 12, 2013

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The human brain develops rapidly in the first five years of life. High-quality early learning experiences can
have a profound and lasting positive effect on young children during these years, setting the stage for
success in kindergarten and beyond.1 This is especially true for young children with high needs who are
from low-income families;2 who have disabilities or developmental delays; who are English learners; who
reside on “Indian lands”; who are migrant, homeless, or in foster care; and other children as identified by
the State.
The Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC) program, authorized by Congress in 2011,3 is
designed to improve the quality of early learning and development programs for young children. The RTTELC grants support States' efforts to design and implement an integrated system of high-quality early
learning programs and services.
Twenty States were awarded four-year grants in three phases. Nine Phase 1 States (California, Delaware,
Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, North Carolina, Ohio, Rhode Island, and Washington) received
funding in 2012. Five Phase 2 States (Colorado, Illinois, New Mexico, Oregon, and Wisconsin) received
funding in 2013 and supplementary funding in 2014. In Phase 3, an additional six States (Georgia,
Kentucky, Michigan, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Vermont) received funding in 2014. The Federal
investment in these 20 RTT-ELC grants is just over $1 billion.4 This discretionary grant program is
administered jointly by the U.S. Departments of Education (ED) and Health and Human Services (HHS).
As they work to implement their RTT-ELC projects, each State brings an individual early learning history,
climate, and structure to the work, as well as unique challenges that must be addressed. While the RTTELC framework provides a general structure for key reform levers to improve quality and access for
children with high needs, States were given flexibility to choose which components they were ready to
address and how they would reach the goals within their plans.

The RTT-ELC Framework for Reform
The RTT-ELC framework consists of five key areas that represent the foundation of an effective early
learning and development reform agenda. All RTT-ELC grantees were required to address two Core
Areas of the RTT-ELC framework: A) A Successful State System and B) High-Quality, Accountable
Programs. States then identified specific components in the remaining three areas (called Focused
Investment Areas) and developed plans for how they would use their RTT-ELC funds in these areas. The
Focused Investment Areas are: C) Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children,
D) A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce, and E) Measuring Outcomes and Progress.5

State-Reported Progress
RTT-ELC States submit Annual Performance Report (APR) data to ED and HHS each year as a requirement
of the grant. In the spring of 2014, Phase 1 States and Phase 2 States submitted their APRs for 2013, their
second and first APRs, respectively. This summary report provides information about the progress the 14
Phase 1 and Phase 2 States reported in their APRs for 2013.
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This report provides information from the 14 States about the impressive progress they are making in
reforming their early learning and development systems. Here are a few of the highlights:


A Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS) is a systemic approach to assessing,
improving and communicating the levels of quality in early learning and development programs.6
RTT-ELC States have increased the number of early learning and development programs
participating in their TQRIS and are implementing strategies to improve the quality of those
programs. The total number of programs in the 14 States’ TQRIS increased from 31,321 programs
to 54,157 programs enrolled in their TQRIS, a 73 percent increase from the time of their
applications to the end of 2013.



More children with high needs gained access to high-quality early learning and development
experiences in RTT-ELC States. There was a 175 percent increase in the numbers of children with
high needs enrolled in State-funded preschool programs in the top tiers of their TQRIS, a 43
percent increase in the numbers of children with high needs enrolled in Child Care and
Development Fund (CCDF) funded programs in the top tiers of their TQRIS, and an 83 percent
increase in the numbers of children with high needs enrolled in Head Start/Early Head Start
programs in the top tiers of their TQRIS.



Ten States are targeting specific high-need communities or “zones” where they are implementing
a set of initiatives aimed at building local capacity to support the workforce, engage families, and
serve more children with high needs.



RTT-ELC States are working to identify what the early childhood education workforce should know
and be able to teach young children. States are tying these core competencies to professional
development opportunities and higher education course offerings so that early childhood
educators can continue to progress in the field.



States are gathering essential data about how ready children are when they begin kindergarten by
developing or implementing Kindergarten Entry Assessments (KEAs). Some States are currently
piloting their KEAs; others are focused on training their early childhood educators to conduct the
assessments; and still others are in the development phase and identifying assessment tools or
establishing implementation strategies.



States are increasingly working across agencies to develop governance structures, put Memoranda
of Understanding in place, and build or enhance program teams to implement their RTT-ELC plan
activities.

The document describes some of the initiatives that 14 RTT-ELC States undertook in the first or second
year of their grants, as reported in their Annual Performance Reports (APRs). It is not intended to be a
comprehensive look at all the activities and progress States have made to date. Yet even in this short
period of time and in this brief report, it is clear that the RTT-ELC grantees are making progress toward
improving the quality of early learning and development programs in their States and providing access to
these high-quality programs for more children with high needs. These efforts are moving States toward the
RTT-ELC goal of providing more children from birth through age 5 with a strong foundation that is needed
to succeed in school and beyond. The infusion of funding, coordinated technical assistance from RTT-ELC,
and firm timelines are giving States the needed impetus to develop a systems-based approach to
improving the education and development of their youngest citizens.
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