
 

 

Agenda Item No. 2 
July 6, 2011 Meeting 

 
DATE: June 23, 2011 
 
TO:  Children and Families Commission of Orange County 

FROM: Michael M. Ruane, Executive Director  
 
SUBJECT: Receive Update on the Early Learning Portfolio Implementation Strategies and 

Authorize Participation in the CARES Plus Matching Fund Program  
 
SUMMARY: 
The Commission received an overview of the Bridgespan Group’s recommendations for an Early 
Learning Portfolio Implementation Plan at the July 2010 meeting. Bridgespan recommended that 
the “Commission adopt a goal to measurably reduce the achievement gap that exists by age five 
between low-income children and their more advantaged peers in Orange County”. The 
Bridgespan assessment provided a strategy for restructuring the Commission’s portfolio of early 
learning investments to: 
• Focus on evidence and outcomes 
• Achieve a significant impact with limited resources 
• Demonstrate the power of a catalytic approach for other areas of the portfolio 
 
Over the past year, staff has considered the Bridgespan Group’s recommendation and received 
input from local school districts to develop a revised strategy for Early Learning funding. While 
the implementation of the revised strategy has been challenged by the impact of required AB 99 
budget reductions, the Commission approved a funding portfolio for FY 2011/12 as part of the 
May budget action. This report provides an overview of progress in implementing identified 
strategies in FY 2011/12.  
 
Fiscal Year 2011/12 Early Learning Portfolio Funding  
The overall budget of $6 million for the Early Learning goal area was reduced by 43.7 percent 
from last year. Key funding components include: 
• The redesigned Early Learning Specialists position scope of work will be implemented 

through new contracts with school districts effective July 1, 2011.   
• Fifteen school districts that had previously received First 5 California funding for enhanced 

school readiness programs will receive $2 million of additional funding for programs which 
may include health services, Learning Links, speech and language programs, and early 
literacy and math programs.  

• Organizations that provide countywide or demonstration programs will receive $2.5 million. 
Included in this total is funding for MIND Research Institute to implement the designed early 
math project and develop a local service delivery model. A plan to consolidate the funding 
and administration of the early literacy programs is included with this July Commission 
meeting agenda.  
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Early Learning Updates 
In addition to the Early Learning Portfolio service contracts that were awarded for FY 
2011/12.The following are summary updates on related early learning programs: 
 
Status of the Early Development Index (EDI) Implementation 
In follow-up to the January 2011 Commission meeting and the Commission’s endorsement of 
the EDI Business Plan, EDI was implemented in the following school districts in Spring 2011: 
Fullerton Elementary, La Habra City Elementary, Newport Mesa Unified School District, and 
Santa Ana Unified School District. EDI has now been implemented with eight local districts 
which represents one third of the eligible school districts in Orange County. The new Early 
Learning Partnership funding agreements with school districts include participation in EDI as a 
condition of funding which will allow for full implementation over a three year cycle in Orange 
County. Data and geographic maps from the spring 2011 implementation will be available for 
community use in September 2011.  
 
Continued Planning for Santa Ana 
Intensive efforts are required in high-need communities to address the multiple and significant 
challenges that disadvantaged children face that may inhibit their health and school success. This 
past year, Commission staff worked closely with THINK Together and a number of agencies, 
including the County of Orange Health Care Agency, the City of Santa Ana, Santa Ana Unified 
School District, and The California Endowment, in developing a Promise Neighborhood 
Program funding application. The Promise Neighborhoods framework reflects a “pathway” or 
“pipeline” for children’s healthy development and academic success and mirrors the 
achievements of the Harlem Children’s Zone. 
 
Although Santa Ana was not selected as one of the 21 federally funded grants under the 
Department of Education Promised Neighborhood Program, the application was highly 
competitive and ranked in the top 35 of the 339 applications submitted. Despite the lack of 
federal funding, the multiple agencies have continued its work to improve and better coordinate 
services in this high-need neighborhood. This continued effort will also position the project for 
developing a responsive application for the next round of federal funding. The U.S. Department 
of Education has indicated that applications will be released in early to mid-July, with 
applications due in September.  

Related to this effort, in June more than 60 leading foundations from across the country promised 
to dedicate the majority of their giving to benefit underserved communities and a substantial 
amount to strategies such as Promise Neighborhoods. 

Comprehensive Approaches to Raising Educational Standards (CARES) Plus Program 
In their Early Learning Portfolio Report, the Bridgespan Group recommended that the 
Commission “focus on investing in promising instructional approaches and fostering their use 
across care settings, which have the potential to increase the quality of instruction in preschool 
and early learning settings.” This recommendation included increasing the use of quality 
curricula, instruction tools and other evidence-supported approaches. One strategy for 
implementing this recommendation is accessing matching funds available through the First 5 
California Comprehensive Approaches to Raising Educational Standards (CARES) Plus 
Program.  
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The CARES Plus Program would build from the Commission’s prior investment in the Anaheim 
Expansion Program, and include the targeted communities of Garden Grove and Santa Ana. 
Grant funding would assist these districts to: 
• Increase the number and diversity of participants in the quality improvement program 
• Leverage other funding sources to improve classroom quality 
• Expand the statewide utilization of CLASS (Classroom Assessment Scoring System) as a 

measurement tool for evaluating the quality of preschool programs 
 

The Commission previously authorized the submission of an application to participate in CARES 
Plus for the planning phase and program implementation. Due to a delay in issuing the 
notification of awards, First 5 California will prepare an Agenda Item for their July 20, 2011 
Commission meeting to request a no-cost “technical change” for CARES Plus funding. This 
technical change would allow for FY 2010/11 funds to be carried over into FY 2011/12, and 
funds from FY 2011/12 to be carried over to FY 2012/13. 
 
The CARES Plus program requires a three to one match that can include the investments the 
Orange County Commission is making in local early learning  programs. Staff has reviewed the 
Commission’s FY 2011/12 AB 99 Compliant Budget, and spoken to community providers who 
had previously committed match funding, to assess if the match requirements would be feasible 
given changes in funding since the application was submitted. The school district’s targeted for 
participation in the program have confirmed their districts’ interest in participation in CARES 
Plus. The project would assist the districts in their effort to increase the use of quality curricula, 
instruction tools and other evidence-supported approaches. In addition, participation in the 
project will better position Orange County school districts to understand how the CLASS 
instrument should be employed. Use of the CLASS instrument is anticipated to be a future 
eligibility criteria for state and federal funding. 
 
Commission staff recommends initiation of CARES Plus project planning through redeployment 
of a minimal amount of existing Commission consultant resources. Staff would return to the 
Commission in September to request authorization of related consultant contract actions.  
 
STRATEGIC PLAN & FISCAL SUMMARY: 
The fiscal reports and recommended actions presented in this staff report have been reviewed in 
relation to the Commission’s Strategic Plan and are consistent with applicable goals. 
 
PRIOR COMMISSION ACTIONS: 
• June 2011 – Implementation of Budget Reductions  
• May 2011 – Provide Policy Direction and Approve FY 2011/12 Budget 
• March 2011 – Received Early Learning Portfolio Redesign Proposal 
• January 2011 – Received Early Learning Portfolio Update 

 
RECOMMENDED ACTION: 
Receive Early Learning update and authorize participation in the CARES Plus Matching Fund 
Program.  
 
 
Contact:  Alyce Mastrianni 

     Christina Altmayer 
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