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Overview
• Conceptual 

framework
• Case study 

description of 
collaboration

• Recommendations 
for research and 
policy



Conceptual Framework

Collaboration is 
the “process by 
which agencies 
formally commit 
themselves on a 
long-term basis 
to work together 
to accomplish a 
common 
mission.”

~ Illinois Early Childhood 
Collaboration



Why Collaboration? Growing Public Support

• Federal
– PRWORA/Welfare Reform (1996)

– Title I Guidance on serving preschool children (DOE, 2004)
– Head Start Reauthorizations (2007)
– HHS Continuity of Care Memo (HHS, 2011)
– Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge (DOE, 2011-12)

• State and Local
– Legislative policy changes (eligibility, child care payments)
– Early Learning Council (public-private advisory group)
– Cross-agency partnerships
– Governor’s Office of Early Childhood Development
– Mayoral leadership



Recent Federal Support
“[Y]ou can’t climb the ladder of opportunity if the first rung is missing…. It’s our job to 
take the wide range of programs families depend on and shape them into a seamless, 
high quality early learning and development system where every family can choose the 
program that works best for them and no family has to compromise on quality.”

~U.S. Health and Human Services Secretary, Kathleen Sebelius, August  2010 

“Education is the one true path out of poverty for disadvantaged children…. One 
program, one organization, one federal department working alone can never be enough 
to address the multiple needs of children, families, and communities. We have to work 
together over a sustained period, from birth to grade 3 and beyond.”

~U.S. Department of Education Secretary, Arne Duncan, August  2010

“…The sooner a child begins learning, the better he or she does down the road… I 
propose working with states to make high-quality preschool available to every child in 
America. Every dollar we invest in high-quality early education can save more than 
seven dollars later on – by boosting graduation rates, reducing teen pregnancy, even 
reducing violent crime.” 

• ~U.S. President Barack Obama, February 2013



A Focus on Chicago
• Complex system
• History of 

collaboration
• Variety of models 

(generalizability)
• A leader for the 

state and the 
country



Key Findings

• SECE is a complex system

• SECE collaboration is not 
well-understood by policy-
makers, researchers, and 
practitioners

• There is a need for additional 
research to provide clarity 
and guidance for policy and 
practice

Complex

Poorly 
understood

Research 
needed



Prepared by the Ounce of 
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Chicago SECE: A Complex System



Chicago Subsidized Early Care and 
Education Programs and Settings

*Programs for children birth to 3, e.g., Early Head Start and 
Illinois Prevention Initiative programs (funded by the Illinois 
Early Childhood Block Grant) are not included in the figure.



Many Strategies for Collaborating
• Blending and braiding funding streams
• Aligning program eligibility and 

verification policies 
• Offering cross-sector professional 

development
• Lowering co-payments for the lowest 

income families
• Using data to support program and 

systems improvements
• Implementing cross-sector Quality 

Rating and Improvement Systems
• Coordinating child and program 

assessments across programs

HEAD 
START



Many Models of Collaboration
• Contemporaneous

– One agency, multiple funders 
(center-based)

– Two or more agencies partner 
to share space, programming, 
and/or funding (center-based)

– Head Start/Pre-K partners with 
Family Child Care

• Dynamic



Collaboration Challenges in Practice

• Insufficient resources
• Different definitions of 

collaboration
• Incompatible goals (e.g., 

child development vs. family 
work support)

• Policy and administrative 
differences (e.g., eligibility, 
monitoring requirements)

• Difficult budgeting process
• Lack of system-level data on 

program use and outcomes 
for decision-making

“A child care center [supported through multiple 
funding streams] is licensed by DCFS, it’s 
licensed by the city of Chicago, it’s monitored by 
Head Start, it’s monitored by child care, and by 
Chicago Public Schools for Preschool for All. So 
on any day you could have four monitors show 
up… It’s really not a good situation.”

“Anything at the policy and collaboration level 
that brings us to a shared understanding of 
what quality really is a challenge. …The early 
childhood field is full of these ideas and 
tensions between intentional instruction and 
child-centered and child-directed, co-
construction and construction, and content.”



Implications for…
• Practice

• Collaboration requires commitment and shared vision; “how-to” 
knowledge and skills; policies, procedures, and systems; and resources.

• Research
• Traditional evaluation methods tend not to focus on multiple programs or 

capture ecological contexts and changes over time
• SECE can impact multiple levels—child, family, community. Which 

outcomes do we care about and which can we assess?

• Policy and decision-making
• We need better descriptive information on actual program use.
• Data on program effects do not accurately reflect how programs are 

implemented.





The Budgeting Puzzle
“It’s a complex puzzle because of the restraints in 
the funding streams. You start with your least 
restrictive, Preschool for All, and that only pays for 
the teacher and the aide for half a day and for 
classroom materials; that’s pretty much all you’re 
going to get out of them. So you budget all that first. 
Then you go to your next restrictive, which is Head 
Start, and they’ll have to fund the other half of the 
teachers, and they’re going to fund your Family 
Support Specialist, and they might fund a little bit of 
your supervision, but you have to be careful when 
you total that up, it can’t be over 15 percent. Or 
private money’s your next least restrictive. And all 
the rest is child care, and you don’t even know if 
you’re going to get the child care money because it 
depends on whether your kid is going to be eligible 
or shows up that day. So you budget it all out like 
that and try to balance it and make it work.



[This and following slides will not be included]
A complex system/puzzle

Head 
Start

CCDF

Title I
Pre-K



• Adequate funding

• Resource  management

• Time

• Staffing

• Environment:
facility, space

• Effective
communication 
systems

• Detailed, 
comprehensive 
planning

• Service delivery

• Policies/Procedures

• Ongoing  evaluation 
and  improvement

• Shared vision

• Mutual respect

• Attitude, beliefs, values

• Skills

• Knowledge

RESOURCESSYSTEMSPEOPLE

Components of Successful Partnerships



Studying System Initiatives: Potential Questions

• What is the impact of system change on services and on 
beneficiaries (children, families, and communities)?

• Did the initiative implement system components, 
connections, and/or infrastructure as intended?

• How does the system improve the quality and 
effectiveness of programs and services?

• How do families use the system of services?

• How is the system influenced by political, economic, and 
other contextual factors?

• How does the system change over time? How could it 
work better? 



Discussion Questions

• Should systems initiatives be accountable for 
demonstrating individual-level or system-wide 
impacts for beneficiaries?
– Under what conditions?

• Can the same evaluation methodologies meet the 
needs of funders, policy-makers, and practitioners?

• Are experimental or quasi-experimental designs 
appropriate or possible for systems evaluations?





Build Up to Greater Collaboration

PWRORA/Welfare Reform 
1996

Head Start Reauthorizations

Head Start State 
Collaboration Offices

Improving Head Start for 
School Readiness 2007

State Advisory Councils

Department of Education

Title I Guidance of 
serving preschool 

children

Race to the Top 
Early Learning 

Challenge

President’s 
proposed early 

learning initiative


