
 

Agenda Item 6 
February 4, 2015 

 
DATE: January 19, 2015 
 
TO: Children and Families Commission of Orange County 

FROM: Christina Altmayer, Executive Director  
 
SUBJECT: Receive Final Early Learning Program Report and Phase I Learning Link Evaluation 

Report 
 
SUMMARY: 
The Children and Families Commission invests in early learning programs. This agenda item 
includes the updated Early Learning Program Summaries Report that was presented in December 
2014. In response to Commissioner direction, the updated report includes an overlay of the 
Bridgespan Group assessment of early learning programs that was conducted in 2010. This item also 
includes the results of the first phase of the Learning Link program evaluation that was recently 
completed.  
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
Early Learning Program Summaries Report  
The draft Early Learning Program Summaries Report was presented to the Commission in 
December 2014. At the direction of the Commissioners, the report was revised to include the 
Bridgespan Group’s recommendations from their 2010 assessment of early learning programs. 
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 Commission’s early learning portfolio includes three funding categories; Early Learning 
Specialists, School District Programs, and Countywide Programs. Within these categories there are 
eight distinct program areas. The Early Learning Program Summaries Report presented in 
December included program descriptions, links to the Strategic Plan, investments and current 
fundings, program status, and evaluation results or planned evaluations. The updated Report 
(Attachment 1) has been revised to also include the four areas for investment that emerged from the 
Bridgespan recommendations: Pathways, Preschool, Parents, and Place.  
 
The Early Learning Program Summaries Report is intended to be used as a communications tool to 
advocate school districts to include early learning in their Local Control Funding Plans (LCAP), and 
leverage support from foundations interested in investing and sustaining effective programs. The 
report will be included in the school district briefings that are scheduled this year.  Additionally, the 
report will assist the Commission in communicating with potential researchers or university partners 
that may be interested in evaluating the Commission programs. 
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Learning Link Evaluation 
Since 2002, the Children and Families Commission has provided funding for Learning Link 
programs, initially at Capistrano Unified School District and then throughout other areas of Orange 
County. Based on the positive feedback from Early Learning Specialists at Capistrano Unified 
School Districts, districts throughout the county replicated the program. The goal of the Learning 
Link is to provide an accessible and creative learning environment that helps young children to be 
better prepared for kindergarten and guides parents in their role as their children’s first teachers. 
Learning Link early learning centers offer an interactive place for parents to bond with their children 
and support their growth across a range of disciplines: early education, language development, health 
and wellness, and family support.   
 
Learning Link programs offer various, hands-on academic learning opportunities and educational 
activities for children and their families, which align with the latest research on early care and 
education and the California Preschool Learning Foundations. The Learning Link sites operate in an 
engaging environment where teachers and specialists model skills and promote parent-child 
interaction and bonding. At the Learning Link sites, children are screened, suspected delays are 
identified, and referrals are made to appropriate agencies for further evaluation and intervention. 
Sixteen school districts and two community-based agencies operate 32 Learning Link sites, typically 
in areas with a high population of children under age five. 
  
Evaluation of the Learning Link was approved as a priority for the Commission’s evaluation 
workplan for the current fiscal year. In 2014, the Commission’s evaluation team began the first 
phase of a two-phase evaluation of the Learning Link. This report provides a summary of findings 
from the first phase of the evaluation and intent of the second phase of the Learning Link 
evaluation. Overall, the purpose of the Learning Link evaluation is:  

• To assess the effectiveness of the Learning Link to document the results and impacts of 
these investments 

• Identify potential of Learning Links as model program 
• Use documented results to:  

o Inform school districts of the benefits of housing a Learning Link program at their 
school sites;  

o Present to funders to support the expansion and long-term sustainability of the 
Learning Link; and,   

o Inform legislators, city councils, school boards, and other public stakeholders to 
secure their endorsement of the Learning Link.  

• Provide information to the Learning Link community to continuously improve the practice 
model. 

 
The Phase I evaluation documented the Learning Link models, including: 1) a framework for 
Learning Link’s parent engagement and literature review; 2) Learning Link program models, staffing 
and service structure; 3) ways families access the Learning Link program; and, 4) data collection 
efforts across the Learning Link programs. The Phase I evaluation on the Learning Link provides a 
greater understanding of the individual Learning Link programs by documenting the Learning Link 
models and the different programs and services provided.  
 
Based on the results of the documentation gathered during the first phase of the evaluation, Phase II 
would involve evaluating the effectiveness of the Learning Link. The Phase I evaluation findings 



recommend that the Phase II evaluation should address: 1) lessons learned; 2) challenges of 
implementing Learning Link programs; 3) recommendations for streamlining and further replicating 
the model(s); 4) linkages (data and otherwise) between Learning Link programs and kindergarten 
teachers and classes; 5) recommendations for consistent data collection across the Learning Link 
programs; and, 6) recommendations on the most effective Learning Link model(s) and services. The 
Commission will work with an external evaluator to conduct the Phase II evaluation.   
 
 
STRATEGIC PLAN & FISCAL SUMMARY: 
The recommended action has been specifically reviewed in relation to the Commission’s Strategic 
Plan and is consistent with the Early Learning goal area. There is no funding request associated with 
this agenda item.  
 
 
PRIOR COMMISSION ACTIONS: 

• December 2014 – Received Draft Early Learning Program Report 
• October 2014 – Received Executive Officer’s Report on the Early Learning Program 

Summary 
• July 2014 – Received the Annual Planning Meeting report and follow-up actions 
• June 2014 – Received report on the progress and sustainability of Early Literacy and Math 

Programs 
• October 2010 – Received Bridgespan Group’s review of the Early Learning Portfolio 

 
 
RECOMMENDED ACTION: 
Receive Early Learning Program Report and Learning Link Evaluation Report. 
 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 
1. Early Learning Program Summary Report 
2. Learning Link PowerPoint Presentation 
 
 
 
Contact:   Kelly Pijl 

     Sharon Boles 
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Early Learning Program Summary 
 
 
The Commission approved three-year funding agreements for early learning programs. The three year 
allocation totals more than $13 million excluding the catalytic investment for the Early Literacy and Math 
program. Early Learning represents 33 percent of the Commission’s total three-year funding. This report 
provides a summary on the eight early learning programs. The summary includes a program description, how 
the program links to the Strategic Plan outcomes, the Commission’s investment, current funding, the 
program status, and the program evaluation status. 
 
The Commission also receives funding from First 5 California for the Comprehensive Approaches for 
Raising Educational Standards (CARES) Plus and Child Signature Programs. The CARES Plus program was 
created to support early childhood educators and improve the quality of early learning programs for young 
children and their families by supporting the education and professional development of an effective, well-
compensated, and diverse early learning workforce. CARES Plus uses CLASS, a valid and reliable tool for 
evaluation and professional development. 
 
The purpose of the Child Signature Program (CSP) is to increase the quality of early learning programs across 
the state and improve children’s healthy development and readiness for life success. The Program focuses on 
three core program elements: instructional strategies and teacher-child interactions; social-emotional 
development; and parent involvement and support. The CSP serves young children at the greatest risk of 
school failure by supporting high-quality early learning programs that promote children’s healthy 
development and school readiness. The CSP program aligns with the California Department of Education 
Infant/Toddler and Preschool Foundations and Frameworks, and link to implementation of California’s Race 
to the Top-Early Learning Challenge Grant administered by the Orange County Department of Education.  
 
In 2010 the Bridgespan Group assessed the early learning programs and 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 programs summarized in this report represent the 
evidence based strategies recommended by the Bridgespan Group in four investment areas: Pathways, 
Preschool, Parents, and Place. 
 
Pathways - The Commission’s partnership with First 5 California in the CARES Plus and Child Signature 
Programs meet the goal to invest in instructional approaches with the potential to increase the quality of the 
interaction between teacher and child and foster their use across settings.  
 
Preschool – The alignment with the Orange County Department of Education’s implementation of Race to the 
Top is effectively promoting the use of data and assessment in care setting to spur cycles of continuous 
improvement to improve the quality of interactions between teacher and child. 
 
Parents – The long-term partnership with school districts to fund Early Learning Specialists and implement 
Learning Link programs continues to build the capacity of organizations that help disadvantaged parents to 
become excellent first teachers for their children. 
 
Place – Eight school districts performing below the Orange County average in reading and math received an 
additional allocation supporting the goal to invest in select geographies in partnership with other funders and 
community organizations to demonstrate the power of holistic supports for disadvantaged children and 
families on the early learning outcomes of children. 
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Early Learning Specialists/Learning Link 
Provider: 24 Orange County School Districts 
 
Description 
Since 2000, the Children and Families Commission has partnered with 24 school districts that provide 
kindergarten to fund and hire Early Learning Specialists (formerly known as School Readiness Coordinators). 
School Districts receive funding based on their kindergarten population to support up to two ELS positions. 
The Early Learning Specialists provide early care and education opportunities to meet the unique early 
childhood development needs of the children in their school district, and they connect families with 
community resources. The overall goal is to maximize the child’s potential for success in school. The 
Learning Link program is funded under this program. 
 
The Early Learning Specialists also develop strategies for program sustainability including multi-faceted 
approaches ranging from internal cost reductions and program efficiencies, implementation of fee-for-service 
models, as well as active exploration of federal and state revenue sources such as the new Local Control 
Funding Formula and including early learning in their school districts Local Control Accountability Plan 
(LCAP). 
 
Participating School Districts: 

1. Anaheim City 
2. Brea Olinda 
3. Buena Park 
4. Capistrano 
5. Centralia 
6. Cypress 
7. Fountain Valley 
8. Fullerton 

9. Garden Grove 
10. Huntington Beach City 
11. Irvine 
12. Laguna Beach 
13. La Habra/Lowell Joint 
14. Los Alamitos 
15. Magnolia 
16. Newport Mesa 

17. Ocean View 
18. Orange  
19. Placentia-Yorba Linda 
20. Saddleback Valley 
21. Santa Ana 
22. Savanna 
23. Tustin 
24. Westminster 

 
Strategic Plan Outcomes 
The Early Learning Specialists and Learning Link program supports the strategic plan outcomes to: 

• Increased availability and access to quality early care and education 
• Increased school readiness of children with special needs 
• Increased caregiver (parent and provider) knowledge and skills to promote children’s readiness for 

school 
• Improved transitions of children from preschool to kindergarten 

 
 
Commission Investment 
School district based early learning programs have received Commission funding from the beginning. Since 
FY 2000/01, over $86 million has been invested in school readiness programs through the Early Learning 
Specialists, Capacity Building Programs, and competitive funding cycles. 
 
 
Current Funding & Term 
A three year agreement to fund school districts with a kindergarten population through June 2017 was 
approved in February 2014. The 24 eligible school districts received funding for a part-time, full-time or two 
full-time Early Learning Specialist positions, based on kindergarten enrollment. A full-time equivalent 
position is funded at $87,500. Eight school districts that are performing below the county average in math 
and/or reading based on second grade proficiency scores received an additional one-time allocation of 
$150,000 to meet unique district needs for early learning expansion.  
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Program Status 
The Early Learning Specialists continue to receive level funding to encourage the continuance of early 
learning programs at all school districts. The Learning Link program is implemented through the Early 
Learning Specialist program funding. 
 
Learning Link 
The Learning Link program was initially developed in 2002 by the Capistrano Unified School District’s Early 
Learning Specialists. There are now 22 Learning Link program sites at 16 school districts and two community 
based agencies. The goal of the program is to provide an accessible and creative learning environment that 
helps young children to be better prepared for kindergarten and guides parents in their role as their children’s 
first teachers. Learning Link programs offer an interactive place for parents to bond with their children and 
support their growth across a range of disciplines: early education, language development, health and 
wellness, and family support. 
 
 
Evaluation 
An evaluation of the Learning Link program is currently in process. The evaluation is being done in two 
phases. The first phase documented the different programs and services provided to gain a stronger 
understanding of the individual Learning Link programs. The second phase will evaluate the effectiveness of 
the Learning Link as a strategy to improve school readiness and parent engagement. The ultimate outcome of 
the evaluation process is to assess the program’s effectiveness in order to ensure the ability to communicate 
the results and impacts of the Commission’s investments; and to provide documentation on the programs 
benefits for the purpose of expanding the number of sites and to engage funders for long-term sustainability. 
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Early Development Index (EDI) 
Provider: 24 Orange County School Districts 
 
Description 
School Districts receive a funding allocation to implement the Early Development Index. The EDI is a 
reliable and validated tool to measure the status of children’s development when they enter school. The EDI 
was designed to track population trends in school readiness across geographic communities in order to guide 
local child development programs and strategies. The Commission began implementing the EDI in 2008 and 
has expanded each year to new school districts and schools. 
 
 
Strategic Plan Outcomes 
The Early Development Index program supports the Commission’s Strategic Plan outcomes to: 

• Increased caregiver (parent and provider) knowledge and skills to promote children’s readiness for 
school 

• Improved transitions of children from preschool to kindergarten. 
 
 
Commission Investment 
 

 
 
Current Funding & Term 
An annual three-year allocation of $163,000 is available to school districts participating in the Early 
Development Index. The funding is available through June 2017 to cover the school districts costs to 
implement the evaluation. 
 
 
Program Status 
With completion of the 2013/14 data collection period, all 24 Orange County school districts have 
participated, representing 284 schools and 70 percent of the kindergarten population in Orange County. With 
the data collection activities planned for FY 2014/15, 100 percent participation of schools is anticipated. 
Individual school district profile reports of EDI data collected between 2012 and 2014 have been prepared 
and distributed to the Early Learning Specialists and school district administrators. A Young Children’s 
Summit is planned for fall 2015 to present the data to city, school, and community leaders. 

$0 

$20,000 

$40,000 

$60,000 

$80,000 

$100,000 

$120,000 

$140,000 

$160,000 

$180,000 

14/15 15/16 16/17 

EDI School District Funding 

EDI 

  6 of 19 



 

Evaluation 
The Early Development Index data are combined across three years as the data does not change too substantially 
in any given year. The EDI includes five key domain areas: physical health and well-being; social competence; 
emotional maturity; language and cognitive development; and communication skills and general knowledge. 
The data is used to produce community-level measures of childhood development during the kindergarten 
year. The EDI identifies the percentage of children who are vulnerable and on track by developmental 
domain and compares this information by target community. The EDI can be used to monitor populations of 
children over time, report on populations of children in different communities, predict how groups of 
children will do in elementary school, and inform policies concerning young children and their families. 
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Early Literacy and Math Program 
Provider: THINK Together 
 
Description 
The Early Literacy and Math Program supports young children’s early learning and school readiness through 
direct services to children, parent engagement and education, and provider training. Key program elements 
include: 

• A center-based early literacy and math program where children and their parents attend twice a week 
for 15 weeks; uses evidence based curriculum (High Scope) 

• Raising a Reader book bags 
• Waiting room readers/gently used books to support Reach Out and Read 
• Read for the Record and other community events  
• Book Bank (gently used book collection and distribution) 
• Early Childhood STEM conference for early educators’ professional development 

 
Strategic Plan Outcomes 
The Early Literacy and Math Program support these Strategic Plan outcomes: 

• Increased availability and access to quality early care and education 
• Increased school readiness 
• Increased caregiver (parent and provider) knowledge and skills to promote children’s readiness for 

school 
• Improved transitions of children from preschool to kindergarten 

 
Commission Investment 
 

$0

$1,000,000

$2,000,000

$3,000,000

$4,000,000

$5,000,000

$6,000,000

$7,000,000

2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17

Commission Expenditure or Budget Service Payback

Commission Catalytic Investment

 
 
Current Funding & Term 
$250,000 Commission operating expenditure; $750,000 service$ payback for a total program budget of 
$1,000,000 annually for three years (FY 2014/15 through FY 2016/17) 
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Program Status 
In FY 2011/12, THINK Together began managing the Early Literacy Program. Prior to this, the 
Commission supported these programs in-house and with consultant support. In FY 2012/13, the program 
was expanded to include mathematics in addition to literacy, and THINK Together received a $5 million 
catalytic grant from the Commission. Their service payback also began in FY 2012/13, with Commission 
direct operating funds decreasing each year until FY 2014/15, when the Commission’s contribution rests at 
$250,000 (total program budget remains at $1 million). The service payback goes through 2022, with the 
Commission’s operational support of $250,000/year dependent on renewal of agreements over that time 
frame. THINK Together has recently completed a visioning/strategic plan process to ensure the program is 
not only continued beyond the Commission’s investment, but also expands.  
 
Evaluation 
A comprehensive independent evaluation has not been completed for the Early Literacy and Math Program. 
As part of the recent strategic planning process, THINK Together identified the need for and plans to have 
an external evaluation completed in this funding term (by FY 2016/17).  
 
The center-based program, which is the most intensive of services provided and tracks individual child 
outcomes, completed an evaluation for FY 2013/14 using the Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening 
(PALS). The evaluation measured the percentage of children that were considered “on-track” compared to a 
pilot sample. Since THINK Together’s program serves 3 and 4 year olds, the results are broken out by 
children overall (3 and 4 year olds) and 4 year olds alone (important for school readiness). It should also be 
noted that THINK Together’s program is 15 weeks compared to the pilot study’s year-long program. 
Therefore, “growth” from beginning to end of program was not assessed, but rather the child’s “on-track” 
status. Nearly 500 children participated in the center-based program in FY 2013/14; the evaluation was 
completed for 222 children in the second 15-week session. While THINK Together’s program scored slightly 
lower on average than the pilot sample, the majority of students in the program were considered “on-track” 
for early literacy success, despite the lower dosage of services. 

 
 
Notes 
Eleven AmeriCorps members are placed at THINK Together, working primarily in the center-based early 
learning program. 
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Early Learning Services and ARCHES 
Provider: Boys and Girls Club of Garden Grove 
 
Description 
The Boys and Girls Club of Garden Grove (BGCGG) provides early learning services as well as health 
services. 
 
The early learning portion of the contract includes the following key elements: 

• A mobile school readiness program (Readiness on the Road) which rotates among participating Boys 
and Girls Club sites   

• Developmental screenings, referrals and follow up 
• Parent education classes 
• Professional development classes for early care providers 
• Support for Learning Links 

 
The health component, known as Access to Resources for Children’s Health, Education, and Support, or 
ARCHES, provides the following key services: 

• Links families with young children with health services at the Garden Grove Health Center, including 
referrals and follow up for general health, dental, vision and family support 

• Assists with insurance enrollment 
• Provides outreach to homeless families for health services 

 
Strategic Plan Outcomes 
The Early Learning Services and ARCHES Program supports these Strategic Plan outcomes: 

• Increased availability and access to quality early care and education 
• Increased school readiness 
• Increased caregiver (parent and provider) knowledge and skills to promote children’s readiness for 

school 
• Improved transitions of children from preschool to kindergarten 

 
Commission Investment 
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Current Funding & Term 
The Commission invested $437,400 annually from FY 2011/12 through FY 2013/14. The current 
Commission investment is $437,400 for FY 2013/14, with a reduction to $259,700 for years FY 2015/16 and 
FY 2016/17, with the caveat that the outer two year funding amounts may be increased if BGCGG is 
successful drawing federal TCM and MAA reimbursement and could increase the reimbursement amount 
with additional Commission investment. 
 
Program Status 
The early learning services and ARCHES program have not changed substantially since the Commission 
began providing funding support. In FY 2013/14, BGCGG began the process to seek federal TCM and 
MAA reimbursement funds. They secured approximately $10,000 in TCM funds in FY 2013/14, and 
anticipate a total of $30,000 in TCM/MAA reimbursement in FY 2014/15. BGCGG is working to 
implement an evidence-based curriculum in their mobile early learning program, they are currently 
researching the High Scope model, and they operate a Learning Link on the MOMs Orange County campus. 
 
Evaluation 
No formal evaluation has been completed to date. In FY 2013/14, the Readiness on the Road program 
provided 275 children with school readiness services. More than 200 parents participated in a program 
designed to increase the frequency of reading at home and 177 parents participated in classes related to 
healthy child development. The Learning Link operated by Boys and Girls Club at MOMS Orange County 
had a total of 818 visits by children and their families during this fiscal year. 
 
Notes 
Six AmeriCorps members are placed at BGCGG, and assist primarily with the Readiness on the Road 
program. 
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Early Learning Training and Support 
Provider: Orange County Department of Education (OCDE) 
 
Description 
The Orange County Department of Education (OCDE) provides training and technical assistance support to 
the Early Learning Specialists at 24 school districts that provide kindergarten. The training includes, but is not 
limited to speech and language; early science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM); and early literacy. 
The OCDE also assists with the implementation of the First 5 California professional development 
programs; the Comprehensive Approaches to Raising Educational Standards (CARES) Plus program, and the 
Child Signature Programs (CSP). 
 
 
Strategic Plan Outcomes 
The Speech and Language Development Services program supports the Commission’s Strategic Plan 
outcomes to: 

• Increased availability and access to quality early care and education 
• Increased caregiver (parent and provider) knowledge and skills to promote children’s readiness for 

school 
• Improved transitions of children from preschool to kindergarten 

 
 
Commission Investment 
 

 
 
 
Current Funding & Term 
A three year funding agreement through June 2017 was approved in February 2014. The funding included a 
$1,500 annual increase for speech and language training. The First 5 California CARES Plus program ends on 
June 30, 2016. The First 5 California Child Signature Program (CSP) ends on June 30, 2015. The CSP 
program requires matching funds at $1.1 million for FY 2013/14 and $1.3 million for FY 2014/15. Total 
program funding from the Children and Families Commission for FY 2011/12 to FY 2016/17 is $472,500 
for Early Learning Specialists training. 
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Program Status 
The Orange County Department of Education continues to provide countywide support and training 
opportunities to the Early Learning Specialists. The OCDE is sponsoring the 2015 Early Childhood STEM 
Conference at $10,000 and representatives serve on the planning committee for the event scheduled for 
February. The Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) was developed by OCDE with the federal 
Race to The Top grant. The QRIS is used to rate the early childcare programs including those that participate 
in the CARES and CSP programs. The QRIS rating is a determinate for eligibility for the State’s annual QRIS 
block grant funding. 
 
 
Evaluation 
The First 5 California CSP program funds a local evaluator position housed at OCDE. The local evaluator is 
required to develop and implement an evaluation plan to assess program quality characteristics and child 
outcomes. The evaluator is also required to develop a plan to assess data to determine which data are 
appropriate at the program, classroom, staff and family-child levels.  
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STEM Programs 
Provider: OC STEM Initiative (OneOC Fiscal Agent) 
 
Description 
The Commission and the Samueli Foundation are the founding members of the OC STEM Initiative. 
Members include over 15 business foundations and content experts that are committed to improving science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics education. The overarching goals are to ensure that Orange County 
students are college and career ready in the STEM fields, and developing a skilled and continuous workforce 
to meet the scientific and technological needs of the employer base in Orange County. The OC STEM 
Initiative focuses on the full continuum of learning from preschool through college. 
 
 
Strategic Plan Outcomes 
Early STEM is specifically identified as a programmatic initiative supported by the Commission in reaching 
the early learning goal. The OC STEM Initiative supports this Strategic Plan outcome: 

• Increased caregiver (parent and provider) knowledge and skills to promote children’s readiness for 
school 

 
 
Commission Investment 
The Commission and the Samueli Foundation are the founding members of the OC STEM Initiative. In FY 
2011/12, the Commission allocated $375,000 over three years to develop a strategic plan, launch the program 
and secure other funding partners. 
 

 
 
 
Current Funding & Term 
July 1, 2014 – June 30, 2017 - $125,000 
 
 
Program Status 
The initial investment supported the development of a strategic plan that was completed in the first year of 
the program. The funding continues to support the implementation of the five goal areas of the strategic plan: 
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1. Organizational Structure – build a sustainable structure to support the ongoing implementation of 
successful STEM programs. A new Executive Director was hired in October 2014 and the office is 
currently located with the Samueli Foundation. 

2. Communications – promote awareness of STEM competencies and why they are important. 
3. STEM Learning – create interest among students, preschool through college, to pursue the 

development of their STEM knowledge, skills and abilities. 
4. Professional Development – promote educators’ STEM knowledge, competencies, and pedagogy. 

Sponsored the Early Childhood STEM Conference in 2014 and 2015, and planning the OC STEM 
Institute for school district teams to begin in spring 2014. 

5. Workforce Development – bridge the gap between a STEM-educated workforce and Orange County 
businesses’ demands. Partnered with the Orange County Business Council to include a supplemental 
report on the importance of STEM in the Orange County economy in the annual Workforce 
Development Indicators report and convened a panel presentation for an audience of business and 
government leaders to discuss opportunities to commit to specific projects promoting STEM 
education. 

6. Research and Evaluation – promote rigorous research-based approaches to STEM teaching and 
learning 

 
 
Evaluation 
A process to research and evaluate STEM activities in Orange County is specific goal area in the strategic 
plan. Deliverables include developing a database of STEM programs in the county and a metrics tool for 
assessing outcomes and programs. 
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Speech and Language Development Services 
Provider: Providence Speech and Hearing Center 
 
Description 
Providence Speech and Hearing Center developed the Building Blocks of Communication™ (BBC), a group 
therapy model for children with mild to moderate speech delays. Providence implements this model, 
conducting classes with parents and young children. The Commission funded Providence to train early 
learning professionals in Orange County to conduct the classes with parents, in order to expand the BBC’s 
reach. In FY 2013/14, the Commission gave Providence a capacity-building grant to create an online portal 
for this training. 
 
 
Strategic Plan Outcomes 
The Speech and Language Development Services program supports the Commission’s Strategic Plan 
outcome: 

• Increased caregiver (parent and provider) knowledge and skills to promote children’s readiness for 
school 

 
 
Commission Investment 
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Current Funding & Term 
$100,000 Commission catalytic investment (FY 2014/15 through FY 2015/16) 
 
 
Program Status 
The Commission funded Providence Speech and Hearing Center to conduct in-person training of 
professionals (e.g., Early Learning Specialists) so they could, in turn, conduct classes for parents of young 
children to assist with speech and language development using BBC. In FY 2013/14, Providence received a 
capacity building grant from the Commission to help fund an online portal to train early childhood educators 
and paraprofessionals to use BBC. The online portal supports the sustainability of the program by increasing 
access and convenience for providers. For FY 2014/15 and FY 2015/16, the Commission provided a one-
time catalytic grant to further the expansion of the existing online platform to target parents and caregivers.  
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Evaluation 
Providence conducts pre-and post-surveys of the professionals who participate in the trainings. Overall, the 
program was well received by professionals. Participants were asked to rate their training experience on 
various questions, with the following results in FY 2013/14: 
 
How well do you understand the implications of and impact of language development in a bilingual environment?  

95% scored excellent or good with a 149% increase from pre to post 
 
How well do you rate yourself in understanding why a child is communicating? 

90% scored excellent or good with a 42% increase from pre to post 
 
How comfortable are you in understanding when a child is communicating (verbally and/or non verbally)? 

100% scored excellent or good with a 29% increase from pre to post 
 
How do you rate yourself in understanding the connection between pretend and play? 

100% scored excellent or good with a 120% increase from pre to post 
 
How well do you understand the importance of establishing the home language? 

100% scored excellent or good with a 50% increase from pre to post 
 

How do you rate your ability to use daily routines as a format for parent implemented intervention? 
100% scored excellent or good with a 50% increase from pre to post 

 
How well do you understand the difference between simultaneous and sequential language development? 

95% scored excellent or good with a 233% increase from pre to post 
 
Additionally, in 2012, the Commission conducted an evaluation of the in-person professional training. 
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Math Early Learning Program 
Provider: MIND Research Institute 
 
Description 
From 2009 to 2012, the Commission funded the MIND Research Institute to adapt their kindergarten games 
for preschool, creating a developmentally appropriate approach to teaching mathematics to improve the math 
proficiency and problem solving skills of pre-kindergarten children. The pilot program targeted preschool-
aged children in schools of lower academic performance. The interactive math instructional software program 
was developed to engage and train students at varying levels of academic and language proficiency.  
 
 
Strategic Plan Outcomes 
The MIND Research Institute Program supports these Strategic Plan outcomes: 

• Increased school readiness 
• Improved transitions of children from preschool to kindergarten 

 
 
Commission Investment 
From January 2009 to October 2012, the Commission invested $720,000 in four phases of program 
development that resulted in the Math Early Learning Program. 
 

 
 
 
Current Funding & Term 
The MIND Research Institute signed a four-year (FY 2012/13 – FY 2015/16) Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) to implement the program at 40 new school sites, 10 per year. MIND agreed to 
support the start-up costs for new school sites valued at $13,000, and $2,000 of the renewal fee per site for a 
total value of $640,000. The MOU includes co-funding a third-party longitudinal evaluation on the 
effectiveness of the program at $75,000 for a total evaluation budget of $150,000. Total program funding for 
FY 2008/09 to FY 2011/12 is $720,000. 
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Program Status 
The Math Early Learning Program was completed in 2012. The interactive instructional software program 
was developed to improve math proficiency and problem solving skills of pre-kindergarten children, 
specifically targeting schools in the lower three deciles of California’s Academic Performance Index. The 
program is designed to help reduce early achievement gaps and prepare children from all socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds for success in elementary and middle school math. The Program is closely aligned to the 
California Department of Education Preschool Learning Foundations for Early Childhood Education, with 
emphasis on preparing children for the Common Core Standards in kindergarten. 
 
 
Evaluation 
A five-year longitudinal evaluation plan was developed in coordination with the Commission’s Evaluation 
Manager. MIND has been unsuccessful in recruiting new school sites, which has stalled the implementation 
of the evaluation plan. A third party evaluation firm has not been selected at this time. 
 
 
Notes 
The Orange County Department of Education received a $30,000 allocation to fund the remaining $500 of 
the renewal fees. To date, no funds have been expended. 
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February 4, 2015 

Learning Link 
Evaluation:  Phase I 
Results 
 



    Background on Learning Link Programs 

• Since 2002, the Commission has provided funding for Learning Link 
programs. 

• Provide accessible and creative learning environment that helps 
young children be better prepared for kindergarten and guide parents 
in their role as their children’s first teachers. 

• Learning Link programs offer various, hands-on academic learning 
opportunities and educational activities for children and their families, 
which align with the latest research on early care and education and 
the California Preschool Learning Foundations. 

• Children are screened, developmental delays are identified, and 
referrals are made to appropriate agencies for further evaluation and 
intervention. 
 

 
 
 



    Background on Learning Link Programs 

• Sixteen school districts and two community-based agencies operate 
32 Learning Link sites.  
• Sites are located throughout County—typically in areas with a high population of 

children under age five. 
• Six school districts operate more than one Learning Link. 

• Eighteen of the Learning Link sites (56%) charge a fee for services, 
while 14 sites (44%) are offered at no cost. 
• Fees range from $1 per child per session to $200 per year for full participation.   

• Average costs are $25 per month, with reduced fees if family pays for a full year. 
• Most of these fees are considered donations and/or are voluntary. 
• In general, the fees go to cover material costs or one time needed purchases.  

 

 
 



    Learning Link Sites in Orange County, by Child Density 



    Learning Link Models 
• The Learning Link sites vary in the way they implement their program but 

can be categorized into three models: 
 
• Model 1: Drop in Program  - Open two to five days per week; no formal 

program 
 

• Model 2: Class Format - Program offered as a series (e.g., weekly for up to 
10 weeks) ; requires enrollment/registration 
 

• Model 3: Limited Program - Program available on a limited basis (e.g., one 
time a month) or program that has been open for less than a year 
 
 



    Learning Link Staffing Structures and Components 
 
 

Learning Link Staffing Core Components Enhanced Components 

School Readiness Nurse Behavioral Health Services Early Math and Literacy 
Services 

Early Learning Specialist Health and Development 
Screenings 

Onsite Support-Circle Time, 
Parent Action Plan 

Preschool Teacher Parent Education Parenting Support 

Community Liaison Social Services Linkages Physical Activity and Nutrition 

AmeriCorps Member Physical Health 

Instructional Aid 

Other-Speech Pathologist, 
Interns, ESL Teacher, Case 
Manager 



    Purpose of  Learning Link Evaluation 

Goals of two-phase evaluation process is:  
• To assess the effectiveness of the Learning Link to document the 

results and impacts of these investments 
• Identify potential of Learning Links as model program 
• Use documented results to:  

– Inform school districts of the benefits of housing a Learning Link 
program at their school sites;  

– Present to funders to support the expansion and long-term sustainability 
of the Learning Link; and,   

– Inform legislators, city councils, school boards, and other public 
stakeholders to secure their endorsement of the Learning Link.  

• Provide information to the Learning Link community to continuously 
improve the practice model. 

 



    Two Phase Evaluation for Learning Link 

• Phase I Evaluation has recently been completed: 
• Documented the Learning Link programs by documenting the models  
• Identified variations different programs and services provided 
• Provided a baseline understanding of program services and feedback from district 

and community providers 

 
• Phase II Evaluation will address: 

• Evaluate availability of parent and child outcome data 
• Consider cost-effectiveness of program 
• Establish protocols for ongoing program evaluation and tracking student outcomes 

 



    Phase I Documentation 

Phase I evaluation documented the Learning Link models, including: 
• Framework for Learning Link’s parent engagement and literature review 
• Learning Link program structure: 

• Staffing structure 
• Services provided: 

– Core services 
– Enhanced services 
– Evidence-based practices employed 
– Intentional learning provided 

• Ways families access the Learning Link program: 
– Parent engagement 
– Transition activities  

• Data Collection efforts across the Learning Link programs 
 



    Phase II Evaluation Research Questions 

• Proposed overall question to be addressed by the Phase II evaluation 
is: is the Learning Link program an effective strategy for improving child 
and family outcomes?  

• In order to address this question, a series of sub-questions are 
recommended: 
 Are families better engaged in their children’s learning?  
 Do families have the tools they need to engage their children? 
 Are families better linked to community resources and services available 

to them? 
 Do families have a stronger connection to the K-12 system? 
 Are children meeting their developmental milestones in the key domains? 
 Are children prepared for Kindergarten entry? 
 Is there a particular Learning Link model that is more successful than 

others? 
 What are the investments from other organizations and in what ways are 

they supporting the Learning Link sites? 



    Proposed Learning Link Logic Model 

Ultimate Goals 
 

• Children are 
ready to learn 
 

• Families are 
knowledgeable 
in their role as 
their children’s 
first teachers 

Jljsklj  
Jklsjfkl 
Jklsj 
Jkl 
 

Key Evaluation 
Question: 

 
Is the Learning Link 
program an effective 
strategy for improving 

child and family 
outcomes 

• Create an accessible 
and creative learning 
environment at the 
Learning Link sites 
 

• Help families to 
become better 
engaged in their 
children’s learning 
 

• Families are better 
linked to community 
resources and 
services available to 
them 

Learning Link offers 
an interactive place for 
parents to bond with 
their children and 
support their growth 
across a range of 
disciplines. 

Program Focus Program Model 

Teachers and 
specialists model skills 
and promote parent-
child interaction and 
bonding 
 
Core services include: 
• Behavioral health 

services 
• Health and 

development 
screenings 

• Parent education 
• Social service 

linkages (resources 
and referrals) 
 
 

Short-term Objectives 
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