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Background

In August 2005 four federal agencies — the Child Care Bureau, Head Start Bureau (now the Office of Head Start), Administration for Developmental Disabilities and Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) — invited cross–agency teams from Arizona, Florida, Iowa, and Montana to participate in a strategic planning initiative called Expanding Opportunities.  The goal of this initiative was to improve inclusive opportunities for young children with disabilities and their families.  The four state teams, consisting of state-level representatives from each of the four coordinating agencies, parents, state TA providers, special projects and others, met with their federal colleagues in Chapel Hill, North Carolina in August, to develop action plans targeted at improving inclusive opportunities for young children with disabilities in their State.  The teams were to return home to their states to develop and implement strategies to assure that young children with disabilities have access to high-quality, inclusive early care and education programs in their communities.  Their work is on-going and OSEP, Child Care, and Head Start are continuing to fund collaborative national and regional technical assistance (TA) and consultation for the teams.

Current Report and Methodology

The current report is meant to provide a preliminary, external evaluation of the first year of the Expanding Opportunities initiative.  It is based primarily on interviews conducted with team members from each state, a key representative from each of the participating federal agencies, and TA providers who are working with state teams.  The interviews were conducted during the summer and fall of 2006. Interview protocols were semi-structured, allowing considerable flexibility.  The interview questions focused on goals, process, and progress of the strategic planning initiative. See Appendices A through C for copies of the guiding interview questions.  

In each state, the evaluator attempted to conduct four interviews, including one person from each state agency: OSEP, Child Care, Head Start, and Developmental Disabilities.      The evaluator completed 16 phone interviews with state representatives. (Five interviews were conducted in one state, which included the four listed agencies plus a parent who was particularly involved in the state’s efforts, and only three interviews were conducted in another state since one of the agency representatives did not respond to requests to participate.) 

The evaluator also interviewed via telephone representatives from all four intended federal agencies and two technical assistance providers funded through Head Start and Child Care. A graduate student conducted in person interviews with four TA providers from the National Early Childhood TA Center (NECTAC) who are working with the state teams.  

In addition to interviews, the evaluator reviewed all documents stemming from the state initiatives and the evaluations completed by state representatives at the end of the initial Chapel Hill meeting.  

General Progress

Three of the state teams have held regular meetings since the August 2005 meeting.  They have worked on missions, visions, and actions steps targeted at increasing community based options for young children with disabilities. Most are just now reaching the point of implementing their action steps and it is too early for them to quantify progress or provide concrete examples of change.  Most of the action steps involve communicating within the early childhood community and with the larger sets of stakeholders (families, policymakers, etc.).  States are focusing on coordinating and publicizing existing inclusion initiatives, not on creating new initiatives.  Everyone reported that progress was slow, but most thought the project was worthwhile and gains were being made.  There was less consensus about the progress or value of the process in the fourth state.

Major Themes that Emerged from Interviews and Document Review

Simply coming together as a state team has value.  Participants on these state teams represent agencies with largely similar goals and missions.  Nonetheless, many of them had never met before or had a regular time to see one another and discuss their work.  This networking opportunity has value in and of itself.  One respondent said, “None of us is as smart as all of us.” Many people spontaneously mentioned that getting to know others in the early childhood community was a personal goal for this process and most everyone concurred that progress had been made in this arena.  For instance, one person said, “If nothing else, making one another aware of each other and knowing what each can do for the other is a big benefit, even if it doesn’t go any where else.”  Another said, “Communication is now less crisis oriented, less hit or miss.  Now there is a time to get together and have these communications.”

The Chapel Hill meeting in August of 2005 was very valuable.  Participants thought that the progress made during that meeting would not have happened without the concentrated time together to focus on this issue.  In some cases, people met the representatives from agencies in their state for the first time.  In other cases they already knew one another but had never had an opportunity to focus on inclusion issues together in an in-depth way.  One respondents summed it up by saying, “Got months worth of stuff done in two days.“  

Most respondents said that the materials provided were very useful and that they continue to refer to them as their planning efforts progress.  Several respondents indicated that it would have been helpful to receive the notebook of strategic planning materials in advance of the meeting so they could have better understood the meeting’s purpose and structure.  Likewise, several mentioned the value of the speakers from other states.  Several wished they had had more time to work together in state groups, but they understood that with so many busy people, making the meeting longer risked lowering attendance.  One TA provider thought that more time for planning could be created by cutting down on some of the introductory time spent on global or general information.

Having the Federal agencies speak in a unified voice about the importance of inclusion is valuable to the state-level agencies.  Several people indicated that the federal endorsement of the importance of inclusion allowed them to continue their participation in this effort and to make it a priority within their agency.  They also believed that by working together, the federal agencies can help states overcome statutory and regulatory barriers that sometimes hinder inclusive efforts. One respondent noted, “Good to see multiple aspects of federal government who have responsibility for young children sitting at[the] same table, just like they expect us to do.”

Inclusion and natural environments are not clearly defined. A few respondents reported that their group had spent time defining inclusion or natural environments.  Some were under the impression that the federal government or their state had a formal definition, but only a couple of respondents could locate a formal, written definition.  Most teams had spent time defining their mission and vision, but those tended to include the terms “inclusive” or “natural environments” without definitions.

State representatives varied in the extent to which they saw the lack of definition for these terms as problematic.  Some believed that everyone in their state held a similar understanding; whereas others thought that there was variation in how different team members defined the terms and that these discrepancies might be impeding progress.  

Below are some examples of issues raised around definitions of inclusion and natural environments.  

· Do the IEP services need to be delivered in the context of the inclusive setting, or is it sufficient for the child to spend much of the day in the inclusive classroom and be “pulled out” of the classroom to receive services and therapies?

· What percent of children in the room need to be typically developing for the situation to be considered inclusive?  One respondent indicated that some in her state think that 50% typically developing constitutes an inclusive setting, whereas she believed it was important for the percent of typically developing children to be much higher.

· Is a child considered to be in an inclusive setting if s/he spends the morning in a special education preschool where s/he receives all of his/her specialized services and therapies and then spends the afternoon in a community-based child care with typically developing children where s/he receives no specialized services or therapies there?

· Is providing services in the home always a “natural environment?”  Or, do parents have choices around service delivery locales for the child to be in a natural environment? Does the IFSP team need to determine what the child’s natural environment would be before deciding where services should be provided?

· Is Head Start by definition an inclusive setting?  A couple of Head Start representatives mentioned that all children with an IEP in Head Start are, by definition, in an inclusive setting.  Others spontaneously mentioned that this was an erroneous way of thinking about inclusion, because it does not consider what opportunities are afforded that child while in Head Start and where special services are being delivered (in the classroom, as pull-out, or off-site).

Everyone agreed the process is slow.  All respondents talked about the slowness of this process.  Respondents were split between believing it should go faster and believing that this type of work is inherently slow and nothing could or should happen to speed it along.  Some were frustrated by the pace; others were not.

Increasing the number of children participating in inclusive classrooms was rarely (if ever) mentioned as a specific goal set by the team.  When asked what their team’s goals were, this goal was never overtly stated.  Instead, many people listed strategies as their team’s goals (e.g., begin a public awareness campaign).  It is possible that it is obvious to many participants that the overarching goal of the initiative is to increase the number of children in inclusive settings, so people did not feel the need to mention it.  When asked directly about this goal, most seemed to realize that this was a federal goal, though some people from agencies other than education seemed to think this was a special education goal and not a goal of the Expanding Opportunities team.  

All respondents agreed that it was too early to talk about numeric increases in the number of children served in inclusive settings.  Many expressed doubt that future increases in inclusion could ever be linked to this initiative because so many other initiatives are taking place simultaneously (What are some of these initiatives?).  The OSEP representatives were all aware of the mandate to quantify and increase the number of children served in inclusive settings.  However, because of the varying definitions of inclusion, some people from other agencies expressed doubt that the number of children in inclusive settings could be quantified at all.

Most respondents indicated a need for more guidance and structure from federal agencies or the technical assistance providers.  A need for more guidance and structure came up repeatedly in discussing the progress made at the Chapel Hill meeting and the progress that has been made since that meeting.  Generally, the call for more guidance came from people who were frustrated by the process’ pace; however, suggestions for improving the structure were made by many individuals.  Several people suggested that it would be helpful to have timelines to let them know about how long to spend on creating the mission, vision, and action steps, and when they might reasonably expect to start implementing the action steps.  One state-representative expressed this concern in terms of theory of change.  That respondent thought that explicitly explaining a theory of systems change to the teams, and then providing some analytic tools and broad based strategies would lend structure and speed progress.  This person believed that the current efforts are too piecemeal and not sufficiently focused on systems change. This call for more structure and guidance was echoed by several TA and federal agency representatives (Aren’t these the people who are supposed to be giving the structure and guidance?).   One TA provider thought it would be helpful to frame the Chapel Hill meeting as a time to “plan to plan.”  She felt it was too short to realistically begin work on a plan and that letting people know from the beginning that planning to plan was the goal would help them to feel more progress had been made.  

Most states have a lead TA provider and all but one state found their TA person highly valuable.  Three states spoke very highly of their lead TA provider (Which is interesting in light of the above theme).  They thought that the TA provider’s facilitation skills and content knowledge were excellent and having a person with time to organize meetings, edit drafts, take and distribute notes, etc. was invaluable.  Several expressed a fear that they would lose their TA person soon and believed that this would be a large hindrance to their progress.  Several people made it clear that they specifically needed the continued support of their current TA provider (not a different TA provider) in order for their momentum to continue.

The one state that was not as enthusiastic about the TA is also a state that is making less progress in general.  They did not have specific complaints about their TA providers, so much as feeling that they could facilitate their own meetings and that the resources could be better deployed elsewhere.

States varied greatly with regard to their experience with the collaborative TA process.  Most respondents were aware that they were receiving TA from multiple agencies, but the reported experiences with that process varied greatly from state to state.

One state had formed three subcommittees and one TA person was facilitating each of the subcommittees.  However, there was mixed responses within that state about how effective this use of TA had been.  Everyone valued the expertise and facilitation skills of the lead TA person; but some felt that the coordination with the entire group was lacking or that the added value of the other TA providers was unclear.  Others felt that this strategy was working well.

In a second state, respondents mentioned that TA providers from at least three agencies were participating regularly in their work (either by conference call or in person) and that the multiple perspectives of the various providers was beneficial for the work they were doing.  They felt that no one TA provider could have been as instrumental and found the collaborative TA model effective.  Interestingly, the lead TA provider in that state reported that only two agencies were providing TA, with two individuals from one of the agencies involved.  So, there may be some confusion on the part of the team members about who plays what role.  That TA provider also indicated that this state is highly organized with excellent leadership skills within the group.  She felt that they would be moving ahead with their efforts regardless of the TA provided.  

In a third state, respondents were either unaware of the collaborative TA model or indicated that it had not functioned well.  They felt that the TA was not terribly well coordinated and at times, even counter-productive.  All respondents in that state, however, felt strongly that their primary TA provider was invaluable to the state’s effort.  They were grateful for her time, efforts, and facilitation skills and hopeful that she would continue to work with their state.   That state’s primary TA provider concurred that there had been little collaborative TA, but felt that it had simply been too early to use all four agencies effectively. She indicated that TA providers from each agency remained available, and she thought that the team would access expertise from each of the agencies during the next phases of their work.

The fourth state perceived little benefit from the TA they were receiving, and some representatives even expressed concern that the money spent on travel for the multiple TA providers could be better used for other needs.  

Almost every respondent believed that the progress their team had made would not have taken place without this initiative.  Many respondents commented that some of these same individuals come together for other reasons fairly often and that many initiatives around inclusion were already underway in the state.  However, almost all thought that having a special time dedicated to this effort, bringing all the key players to the table and having a clear endorsement from their federal agencies that inclusion is a priority meant that more progress was being made than would happen naturally or without this initiative.  One respondent summarized this idea by saying, “Its not that we had never thought of this, but this creates catalyst and lets us talk through federal and state barriers.”

Recommendations

The following recommendations are the external evaluator’s. They are based on the interviews or were originated by an interviewee and seem to address some of the common concerns. 

1. States would benefit from more opportunities to interact with and or become aware of the progress, ideas, and strategies being used in other states.  This needs to be done in a “safe” way that will allow states to admit to areas where they are making less progress.  There were several recommendations for how this could happen.  One would be for more time to be spent at the initial meeting hearing from other states.  Another was to arrange for TA providers across states to have regular contact among themselves (at least monthly) so that they can provide information to their states on the progress and ideas in other states.

2. Either make the goals of the initiative and timelines more concrete, or encourage the groups to define goals and timelines during the Chapel Hill meeting.  Many respondents believed the process was too slow and that the goals were not clearly defined.  One strategy to address these concerns would be to convene a group of representatives from these first four states to participate in a couple of phone calls to help NECTAC set realistic expectations for timelines and goals.  Another possibility, suggested by a TA provider, is to encourage the states to look at the Chapel Hill meeting as a time to plan to plan.  She did not feel it was realistic to begin work with such a small team during a short meeting and thought participants would have more realistic expectations if they had seen the Chapel Hill meeting as a time to plan next steps rather than begin the actual work.  State-specific timelines could be created during that planning phase.

3. Have at least one state-level conference call in advance of first Chapel Hill meeting. States that did this really valued it.  Those that did not, felt ill-prepared. (One TA provider mentioned that this call was useful for the TA people, but not that useful for the states.  The interviews with the state representatives did not seem to bear this out).

4. If the definition of inclusion and natural environments is important, states should be encouraged to work on that first or be provided with a common definition.  As it stands, there are states working toward the goal of inclusion without a common understanding of what it is and rates of inclusion are likely to vary given differences in definitions. 

5. Determine what money/resources there are and have states determine how to use it.  For example, a physically large state expressed that getting together in person is very difficult due to limited travel budgets.  They thought it might make more sense to have fewer TA people travel from out of state and use the travel budget to allow more in-state, group members to travel.  Likewise, another state would like to have a Web site with a database of resources.  This would not cost much, but there are no funds for it.  Everyone is aware that there is little money linked to Expanding Opportunities but it still might be beneficial to get state input on how that little amount is spent.  These seem like issues related to TA.  How could the TA providers be supporting state teams in looking at the use of their available resources?

There seems as if there needs to be recommendations to address the concerns brought up about needing more structure and guidance from federal agencies and TA providers and the coordination of TA across agencies and with state teams.  

6. Appendix A:  

Guiding Questions for Interviews with State Representatives

Introduction

External evaluation:  As you may know, I have been charged with evaluating the Expanding Opportunities strategic planning initiative. 

Evaluating initiative, not teams:  I want to stress that I am evaluating the initiative itself, not the teams that participated.  The goal of this evaluation is to learn what worked, what did not work, and how the initiative could be improved in future years.  

Will name states, but not people or positions:  The final report may include examples from individual states by name, but you personally will never be mentioned by name or position.  

Voluntary:  Participating in this evaluation is entirely voluntary.  Nothing you tell me will affect your state’s ability to participate in future Expanding Opportunities activities, technical assistance from NECTAC, or other federal projects.  Likewise, choosing not to participate will have no affect on future participation.  

Any questions before we get started?

I’m going to be typing as we talk, so please excuse the clicking.

Initial One-Day meeting in Chapel Hill

1. Did you attend the initial one-day meeting in Chapel Hill last summer?

2. If yes,

a. What do you feel was accomplished at that meeting?

b. Do you have suggestions for ways it could have been improved?

c. How useful were the materials provided at that meeting?

d. Any other comments on that meeting?

3. Did you stay for the remainder of the Inclusion Institute that week?  

Goals:

4. Has your state team set any specific goals for this effort?  

5. What about more general goals?

6. What was your initial understanding of the federal coordinating team’s goals for Expanding Opportunities, prior to last summer’s meeting in Chapel Hill?  

7. Has your understanding changed over time? If so, how?

8. And personally, do you have any goals for this effort?  Things you are hoping to get out of it or things you are hoping will change as a result?

Process:

9. Describe the process your team has been through Expanding Opportunities 

Prompts:

a. Have there been meetings?  

b. How many?

c. Who attended?

d. Who did not attend, but should have?

e. Were there generally representatives from each of the four agencies:  special education, Head Start, child care and Administration on Developmental Disabilities?

f. Is the membership stable?  (turnover, expanding, shrinking?)

g. Any subcommittees created?  .

h. Have the meetings been useful?

i. Who led them?

j. What was the tone?

k. Have there been activities other than meetings (reports, publicity campaigns, etc.)

10. What strategies are you using to increase the percent of children (ages 0-5) with disabilities who are served in inclusive, community based settings?

11. What strategies are you using to meet your state’s goals? 

12. Expanding Opportunities has been using a “collaborative TA” model for this initiative.

a. Were you aware of the collaborative TA model?

b. Describe what it has meant in your state?

c. What is the value added of the collaborative TA model?

d. Have the TA facilitators continued to be involved in your state?\

e. If so, how (attend meetings, conference calls, providing resources)?

f. Has their involvement been helpful?

g. Which agencies provided TA?  Has it been coordinated?  

h. How could the collaborative TA process be improved?

i. Any other comments on the collaborative TA process or the TA facilitators?

(If respondent is unaware of this term, note that, and then describe collaborative TA as: about teams of TA providers from Special Ed, Head Start and Child Care working together to support these teams.  The collaboration varies from providing information to actually sharing of the work.)

Progress:

13. Have you defined inclusion for Part B children?  Is it documented somewhere?

14. Have you defined natural environments for Part C children?  Is it documented somewhere?

15. Describe your progress toward meeting your team’s goals.

16. Describe your progress toward meeting your personal goals. 

17. Increasing participation in inclusive settings or natural environments is one of the federal goals for Part C and Part B children.  

a. Has your state made progress in this area?

b. What steps has your group taken to work toward that goal? What strategies are you using?  What changes have been made?

c. Do you feel that effort has been successful?

d. Can you quantify the progress? (e.g., percent increase?)

e. Has equal progress been made for Part C (infants/toddlers) and Part B (preschool-age) children?

18. Another one of the federal coordinating team’s goals was to increase a sense of collaboration among team members – that is to be more aware of one another’s efforts, to work more closely together toward common goals across programs, etc.  Has your team made progress in that goal?  Please give some examples. 

19. Would this type of progress have been made without the Expanding Opportunities initiative?

20. How have you informed others in the state about the goals of the initiative, if at all? 

21. How have you included others in the state to support and/or carry out the work, if at all?

22. What type of support would be helpful to you for meeting your team's goals?

Additional Comments:

23. Is there anything you would like to add?

Prompts:

a. Anything you especially appreciated about the process?

b. Any special concerns?

c. Any suggestions for improvement for future states?

Appendix B:  

Guiding Questions for Interviews with Federal Collaborators

Introduction

External evaluation:  As you may know, I have been charged with evaluating the Expanding Opportunities strategic planning initiative. 

Evaluating initiative, not teams:  I want to stress that I am evaluating the initiative itself, not the teams or individuals that participated.  The goal of this evaluation is to learn what worked, what did not work, and how the initiative could be improved in future years.  

Any questions before we get started?

I’m going to be typing as we talk, so please excuse the clicking.

Initial One-Day meeting in Chapel Hill

1. Did you attend the initial one-day meeting in Chapel Hill last summer?

2. If yes,

a. What do you feel was accomplished at that meeting?

b. Do you have suggestions for ways it could have been improved?

c. How useful were the materials provided at that meeting?

d. Any other comments on that meeting?

Goals:

3. What was your initial understanding of the federal coordinating team’s goals for Expanding Opportunities, prior to last summer’s meeting in Chapel Hill?  

4. Has your understanding changed over time? If so, how?

5. And personally, do you have any goals for this effort?  Things you are hoping to get out of it or things you are hoping will change as a result?

Process:

6. What has been your involvement with Expanding Opportunities since the meeting in Chapel Hill last summer?

Progress:

7. Do you think the participating states have made progress toward meeting the federal goals? Give examples.

8. What has been the benefit of (Child Care, Head Start, Special Education, or Developmental Disabilities) being involved in this initiative?

a. at the federal level 

b. at the state level.

9.  Have you had any feed back from your participants in the states? 

10. Increasing participation in inclusive settings or natural environments is one of the federal goals for Part C and Part B Section 619 children.  

a. Have the states made progress in this area? Do you feel that effort has been successful?

b. Can you quantify the progress? (e.g., percent increase?)

c. Has equal progress been made for Part C (infants/toddlers) and Part B (preschool-age) children?

11. Another one of the federal coordinating team’s goals was to increase a sense of collaboration among team members – that is to be more aware of one another’s efforts, to work more closely together toward common goals across programs, etc.  Do you think states have made progress in that area?  Examples.  

Collaborative TA:

12. Expanding Opportunities has been using a “collaborative TA” model for this initiative.

a) What is your understanding of the collaborative TA model?

b) What is the value added of the collaborative TA model?

(If respondent is unaware of this term, note that, and then describe collaborative TA as: about teams of TA providers from Special Ed, Head Start and Child Care working together to support these teams.  The collaboration varies from providing information to actually sharing of the work.)

Institutionalizing Expanding Opportunities:

13. What would benefit you in terms of taking this back to your agency?

14. What kind of information, data, feedback might be helpful for you to highlight this in the agency or secure future involvement.  

15. If people change, what would happen? How can we institutionalize this at the federal level so it doesn’t go away if individuals change?  

16. Why is it beneficial?  Why did you get involved in the fist place?

Additional Comments: 

17. Is there anything you would like to add?

Prompts:

a. Anything you especially appreciated about the process?

b. Any special concerns?

c. Any suggestions for improvement for future states?

Appendix C:  

Guiding Questions for Interviews with Technical Assistance Providers

(For those who attended the Chapel Hill Planning Meeting): Planning Process:

1. How useful was the planning process developed for the meeting?

2. How useful did you find the resources and forms provided in the notebook?

3. Do you have any recommendations for improving the planning process, the materials in the notebook or preparation for the Teams before the on site?

TA Provider Collaboration:

4. Which TA providers were involved in the state’s initiative?  In what ways?

5. How, if at all, do think the involvement of multiple TA providers enhanced the state’s initiative?  

State Progress on Goals:

6. What progress has the state made toward their goals for the initiative?

When the formal initiative terminates (at the end of the year) how, if at all, do you think the state (missing information)
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