
What We Heard from State Leaders about Sustaining Systems Change

BUILD sent out a short on-line survey to 49 people who will be participating in the 2009 Build national convening. Forty-four people (90%) responded.

Results:

Sustainability in light of administrative changes

An overwhelming majority of team leaders, 93 percent, responded that they have thought about how early childhood systems building will be sustained across administrations.
Some talked about political transition with dread:

· We will soon lose our governor, who is a champion, and we are going to have great difficulty sustaining our gains.

· The current budget battles in Pennsylvania have been a distraction to forthcoming change in administration; however, it may be a sign of ominous things to come. There is a strong advocacy movement here among organizations and some parent groups. Finding and cultivating ownership among candidates and the legislature needs more work. Perhaps the budget fights have raised the visibility, which is not a bad thing. Several initiatives have taken hold and will be difficult to dismantle, including OCDEL; Keystone Stars; and Pre-K Counts. Connecting these programs to education and health systems remains a challenge.
· I'm afraid we'll lose our total governance structure, and financial support for it, with a different administration.

However, some states currently lack a strong champion; leaders from those states talked about political transition hopefully:

· I think we have the opposite issue. The current administration inhibits system building, which is poised to take off with a new supportive administration.
· The system we want to build requires political will to put in place, but is not partisan. All of the Build elements factor in. Again, we know what needs to happen; the challenge is to elect a Governor who is willing to provide real leadership to get the job done.

· Sustaining systems building is different when leadership hasn't necessarily been supportive.
· A change in leadership may affect the possibilities/opportunities in developing a vision, infrastructure and linking programs and services.
Another comment included:

· Unless the process is adequately funded through legislation, it won't be sustainable and in this economy with the amount of "free money as protection" having been allocated already, that is unrealistic.
Work states have done to sustain efforts: 
Thirty-two state team members shared examples of work they have done to support sustainability.
System-Planning

· We are in the thick of two processes; creating an early learning plan and responding to the Governor about the state's role in providing universal ECE services. We have opportunities now to weave in elements that will help with longer-term sustainability. Also, we have a very active advocacy arm dedicated to ECE issues with broad and deep support. Our public private partnership, Thrive by Five, is funding deep work in two demonstration communities and hopefully data, evaluation, and reporting will show positive results and serve as good seeds to expand the investment statewide (going to scale). The advocacy arm is posed to help with messaging, building local prominence with legislators, and building demand. But I fear the two have not been explicitly connected enough.
· We are developing an early learning plan that is building buy-in/ownership from both aisles and across sectors. We are also trying to involve/include more of the parent demographic who vote in the planning process.
However, a few shared concern about their lack of a clear plan:

· We have “thought” [about system-planning] and we have discussed it, but we are still absent a "plan" or written set of strategies that we will implement.
· I'm concerned and have not come up with answers yet, other than putting some of it into law.
Governance 

Several states discussed the governance structures created over the past several years that they hope will contribute to sustainability. States, however, approached governance in markedly different manners including:

· Integrating [system-building work] into the Governors’ Council to make it a priority in each agency;

· Creating local governance structures;

· Creating a public private partnership for early learning.
Coordination
Other states, at times in the absence of government support, were able to focus system-building efforts on coordinating programs and services across agencies to create a more seamless system that may be more difficult to dismantle.  For example, one state noted that when one major state program was threatened, the interconnectedness of programs exposed huge holes that would be created in the entire system if the program was eliminated and this inter-connectedness, they believe, may thwart budget cuts to the program.  

Other state strategies included: 

· Creating a combined early learning office dedicated to accountability and building an early learning network, co-located in the Departments of Welfare and Education;

· Incorporating state and local public and private funds into a system where each source leverages the other source;

· Training providers using a model that will remain even if funding is cut or eliminated.
Advocacy
Advocacy across stakeholder and decision-maker groups emerged as a common strategy to sustain system-building efforts among state leaders.   However, states are focusing advocacy and leadership efforts on different stakeholder groups.
Advocacy: Elected Officials

· Many states focused advocacy efforts on educating state and city government staff, both those that will stay in power beyond political transitions and those who may move on, about the importance of early childhood. One state is specifically targeting all gubernatorial candidates. 
· Many noted that they are making intentional efforts to reach across the aisle to garner support.  One state noted that they are making a point of building champions of different ages to help build wide-spread public will. 
· One state held a Governor's Early Learning Summit that highlighted the importance of local communities. 

· Another state hired legislative liaisons who work in the House and Senate from both political parties. They will be heavily engaged in strategy to survey candidates for next year's election and will hold a "convention" for early childhood to create an early childhood platform for candidates.

Advocacy: Appointed Officials & Bureaucrats
While garnering elected official leadership support is crucial to maintain the work, some states have also recognized the need to reach out to appointed officials and program managers to advance the work and to engage these stakeholders in advocacy efforts to ensure sustainability.  State efforts have included:

· Working with state administrators throughout different administrations;

· Engaging mid-level bureaucrats likely to be there even after transition. 
Building Advocacy Leaders
As many states are experiencing term limits, leaders have begun the work of creating sustainable  state and local level advocacy networks that include business leaders, early childhood leaders, and parents, who can mobilize and carry the advocacy work forward and can speak to different system stakeholders.  

States have:

· Built local parent coalitions;

· Engaged local AEYC affiliates so that they can play a more significant part in the state-wide advocacy strategy;

· Intentionally selected members of an executive committee who were recommended for appointment by both political parties; 

· Strengthened grassroots organizing through community engagement and building communications into every level of the system, so everyone can make the case for continued public investment in early education.

· Washington has made substantial progress in coordinating advocacy efforts.  They have focused on intentionally building business and philanthropic champions through Born Learning WA and in creating the Department of Early Learning and Thrive by Five.  United Ways of Washington also produces weekly legislative updates and works with the WA CCR&R on these. A great marriage of business and services! It fills a void that the advocacy arm does not fill -- widespread policy and budget education without specific calls to action thus, it can be used widely in state agencies and with policy wonks or people who don't know much about the legislative process.  WA also created the Early Learning Action Alliance staffed by Children's Alliance, WA's leading child welfare advocacy organization and is very successful in bringing together diverse stakeholders (local / state, policy, K12, ECE professionals both CCC and FCC, FFN, ECEAP and HS, business, law enforcement, after school, PTA, legal, foster, and more) into the vision.

Messaging
Some states have focused on honing their messages and assuring widespread buy-in of the vision to improve their chances of sustainability. For example, states:

· Ran a statewide campaign to increase parent education and public will for increased effective policies and investments with evaluation and messaging work done in support of these efforts.  Messaging also had a strong local and state component and decoupled ECE from social services which can be seen as social welfare and expendable for partisan reasons.  

· Worked to promote EC programs that are working and have written numerous articles in newspaper and in newsletters, and talked with legislators and parents about these programs.

· Participated in state advocacy under "groundWorks" which is a strategic plan that prepped candidates and conducted research on values for ECE.

Others expressed a need for more coordinated advocacy.

· We are still working to build buy-in for the systems work, why it needs dollars to support it at both a state and local level. This has been a struggle with recent budget crisis in the state compromising the ability to maintain program funding, therefore all but eliminating the thoughts of funding for local level systems work that is parallel and supported by state level work.
Building Infrastructure
Many states, even in light of budget shortfalls, have been able to make substantial progress in building an early learning infrastructure that they are hoping will be difficult to dismantle.  Strategies most frequently noted focused on creating professional development systems and included developing:

· Training approval processes, trainer credentials, leadership credentials, staff registries, electronic professional development calendars, and program recognition of excellence programs.  

· Two states focused on building ECE benchmarks.  

Challenges

Thirty-three state leaders talked about things that cause them the greatest concern and/or what would be most helpful to them in putting a plan in place to sustain this work.
Funding
Not surprisingly, nearly all respondents stressed that severe state budget shortfalls were most likely to undermine state system-building progress and sustainability.  


Above and beyond funding, many respondents noted additional challenges to system-building sustainability in tough fiscal times.  They included: 

Collaboration, Coordination & Governance

At least five respondents noted that agencies and stakeholders are so worried about drowning and cuts to their own budget, that they find it difficult to trust one another, to coordinate and give up control. 

Political Transitions 

At least eight respondents noted concern over maintaining the work during a new administration.  Some noted that further challenges existed in:
· Disconnecting the belief that system-building is an "idea/pet project" of the previous Governor during the next administration.

· Community education and outreach is totally new to PA, it began under this administration. The next administration may have no interest in it and let this part of our work atrophy.
Sustaining Energy
Three respondents noted that stakeholders are fatigued with the process and unfulfilled expectations.  They further noted that there is a huge challenge in identifying and pursuing what are current, achievable opportunities and in keeping people engaged over time.  Inertia and status quo are big obstacles within and outside government.

Building Support & Leadership

Others notes that their challenges included:

· Influencing the business community and using media effectively.
· Identifying and strengthening young and diverse leadership to keep this movement moving.

 Needed to Move Forward:
Many respondents offered tangible suggestions about what is needed to move forward, to gain traction and to preserve the systems that have already been put into place. 

Leadership

· Since a challenge is leadership changes and their effect on early childhood programs, we need both a checklist of issues to consider and some ideas from states who have been successful.  We also need to continue building a base of support.

· Evaluate what happens to systems when there are changes in administrations and infrastructure supports and figure out how to document what happens and use that to evaluate what that says about the infrastructure or system as a whole.
Evaluation and Data Systems

Five stakeholders noted that advocates need evaluation data to help advocacy efforts.

· The recent push to develop longitudinal data systems and efforts to develop common data systems for program monitoring and quality improvement are important and needed for sustainability.  We need to be able to assess programs and show results.

· We need to track investment of funds.

Funding & Coordination

Several respondents noted some potential funding mechanisms and the need to coordinate programs and services to stretch out limited funding. 

· We need to utilize ARRA funds to lay the groundwork for future programs.
· All states ought to tap into federal resources to sustain systems and accountability work. Direct services are the major focus of state government right now and it will be difficult to sustain the infrastructure from those resources.
· We need to align early childhood programs within general education budget and programs.
· Some of our programs exist only in funding bills. It would be helpful to have them in their own comprehensive bill. That requires that we work across departments and funding streams to develop administrative rules. That would make the laws that enable the programs to not entirely be subject to annual appropriations, although the level of appropriation is always annual.
· At least 3 respondents noted that attention needs to be paid to how multiple systems work together and that coordination is still a huge problem where help is needed.

Disparities

Two respondents warned that states need to keep in mind particularly vulnerable children.  They noted:

· We need to ensure quality for Latino children.

· In the shuffle, we cannot lose touch with the need to deal with inequities and disproportionality.



“There is a lack of funding and infrastructure to support the need for additional people to help coordinate our grassroots advocacy efforts.  We need to include not only a plan of action but also of fund development.”


“There is no renewal source of funding. We are relying on private dollars for maintenance. How do you to replicate systems work in other communities without a plan for ongoing funding? It would be helpful to move forward a model for blended funding across state agencies that will support local level systems work.”


“We need consistent leadership by funders that will enable us to get consistent political leadership to do the job of improving school readiness. It would be most helpful to know that funders had a long-term commitment, not a temporary one, to move the needle on school readiness by helping advocates spur political leaders to put the key pieces of a system in place, and push public leaders to provide resources to measurably improve school readiness of children in our state. Funders need to support those of us focused on public policy and enable better dialogue with those of us doing the work and the decision-makers at the foundations.”








“We need to move beyond the current work. Sustaining the effort as is, should not be an option. We need to build on current activities and create momentum to move forward after multiple asks - how do we create momentum that has been lost due to lack of leadership at the top levels?”








6 | Page
October 2009


