








Best Practices and Successes

- aligned systems, created interaction, held joint meetings and training sessions between
local child care centers, Head Start, and public schools

- coordinated teachers, parents, and administrators in order to maximize student success

- used appropriate assessments to identify where to focus resources and improvements

- developed transition processes and activities between early education programs and
public schools

- leveraged well over § 500,000 in additional resources both in-kind and monetary from
numerous statewide and community partners

- Nailor Elementary School in Cleveland was featured as a Ready School by the Kellogg
evaluation team in the March 2006 edition of the Journal of the National Association for
the Education of Young Children NAYEC).

- Increased the professional development opportunities of local staff — not only have we
cultivated 12 early education experts in these local communities — but we were able to
provide funding and support for forty-nine early education professionals to complete
class work and secure the Child Development Associate National Credential (CDA)

- Supporting the Cleveland School District, one of our SPARK sites, is working toward
Excel by 5 certification.

- Working with the Delta Council, the Mississippi Economic Council, the Delta
Revitalization Task Force, and many statewide coalitions in pursuing their early

educational goals.

Results

We are currently in the process of our year 4 evaluation and would like to share what some of the
preliminary evaluation results reveal:

Approximately 200 providers/teachers/administrators have been directly impacted

Over 5,000 hours of professional development and training hours have been provided (i.e. CDA
the Child Development Associate National Credential credits, CEU's, contact hours, etc.):

Nearly 10,000 books donated(books provided to over 1,000 children — about 800 SPARK
children and siblings have received at least 3 — 5 books per year over the past 3 years)

Approximately 100 classrooms assessed/impacted by SPARK

Nearly all SPARK participating school districts report a decrease in the number of kindercarten
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and 1* grade retention rates due to SPARK interventions.

12 schools and 5 school districts impacted
We have touched nearly 1,200 parents/guardians/grandparents.

Directly impacted over 800 children and indirectly impacted well over 1,000



Our local staffs have conducted approximately 7,200 home visits. (average of 3 home visits per
year per SPARK child over 3 years)

We have established over 50 ECE partners at the local/state and national levels.

Over 200 classrooms have been evaluated and improved and over 2,500 individual child
assessments conducted.

Conclusion

I stated earlier that SPARK was a $5 M investment in Mississippi made by the Kellogg
Foundation with the expectation of a long-term gain in our human capital. As we approach the
last year of funding, Kellogg will be expecting a sizeable, measurable, and beneficial “return on
their investment”. By Kellogg standards, anything less than Mississippi providing early
education funding for a system that supports and improves all early childhood environments
would be a great disappointment. They have made a significant investment in our children and
are counting on a sizeable return on their investment — the question is - are we willing to make an
investment?

As we continue our work, we are cultivating partnerships and exploring additional funding
options to not only continue the work we have started, but to expand the SPARK model to other
communities statewide as a viable way to implement a quality affordable and attainable pre-K
education for Mississippi’s children that is focused on Ready Kids and Families — Ready
Communities — and Ready Schools.

It is both surprising and shocking to me as a Mississippian, as a parent and as a child and family
advocate, that we would knowingly choose to increase funding for high growth districts, but
continue the traditional neglect of our most needy districts. We need to ask these questions:
What is the best long term educational investment needed to move this state forward? Where are
the children in most need? And what are we doing to meet those needs?

I contend that until we do more for our at-risk school districts by directing these funds to early
education - we are insuring that we will remain at the bottom — we are destined to increase the
number of school dropouts and decrease the number of graduates — unless we begin earlier with
more interventions, family supports, and referrals for our most vulnerable citizens — our children.

When Mississippi children reach the end of their educational journey and are unsuccessful
school drop outs — we adults begin finger pointing and passing the buck — administrators blame
teachers and parents, teachers blame other teachers and parents, parents blame teachers,
community members and political leaders blame schools and parents. When will we learn that as
long as we continue to pass the buck — we will get the same results. We can no longer pass the
education buck — let’s call for the increase of at-risk funding and let the buck stop with us!





