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Making Early Learning
a Priority in Indiana

With more families gaining access to high-quality child
care, Early Learning Indiana gets closer to its vision.
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Structured environment supports learning
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Decades of research show the importance of high-quality,
early learning programs to health and development, especially for
low-income children and children experiencing various risks and
adversities, according to Connors-Tadros. She points to evidence-
based research led by Rutgers colleague W. Steven Barnett,
an economist who has advocated for universal access to high-quality
early learning.

Senior co-director of the National Institute for Early Education
Research at Rutgers, Barnett maintains that the essential components
of a high-quality program that results in lifelong benefits include:

o Activities that facilitate children’s social, emotional,
moral and physical development

e Well-paid teachers who hold at least a bachelor’s degree
and who are supported through expert supervision and
professional development

¢ Inclusion in a larger system that provides additional
resources, such as support for children with disabilities
or children from households where English is not the
predominant language

e Small class sizes

e Age-appropriate introduction of language and literacy
skills, numbers and math and science concepts, and arts
and culture

Despite significant research showing the benefits of high-quality
early learning, federal and state funding of early learning programs
has been sporadic and generally inadequate, leaving millions of
children nationwide without access to high-quality early care and
education options, according to Connors-Tadros. Efforts in Indiana,
however, to raise awareness of the value of high-quality programs are
making a difference for children, their families and local
communities.

“Lilly Endowment, by investing in Early Learning Indiana, has
helped build a model that identifies what is most important for an
effective early childhood education program, like the training of
teachers, high-quality curriculum and parental support,” she says.

Moving forward, according to Weber, Early Learning Indiana will
continue its multi-faceted approach to ensure that high-quality early
learning opportunities are available to all children. That means
helping organizations in communities like Cambridge City come
together to develop new programs and strengthen awareness among
families, employers and non-profit groups about the importance of
high-quality offerings; continuing to help providers improve their
standing in the Paths to QUALITY rating system; and working with
higher education institutions and other stakeholders to attract,
prepare and retain early learning teachers and administrators and
help them obtain credentials in early childhood education.

Economies of scale enable more resources
for children

And there are new efforts on the horizon. One such effort is
Stronger Together, a grantmaking initiative through which Early
Learning Indiana is helping communities launch shared “service
hubs.” Hubs can be designed to help providers build economies
of scale in human resources, IT support and other office
functions so they can focus more on providing high-quality care
to children.

In addition, Early Learning Indiana is developing a digital
platform to give families and providers real-time information
about seat availability in local communities. The technology also
will provide families with a rubric of what to look for when
choosing an early learning program that best fits their needs.

Weber says she is hopeful that through ongoing
collaborative initiatives and support from both the public and
private sectors, Indiana will continue to make progress in
overcoming its challenges to provide high-quality early learning
programs statewide.

“About 10 years ago, these issues felt absolutely immovable.
Now, while they are still challenging, we have lots of evidence to
show that we can grow capacity and improve quality when we
undertake focused efforts,” Weber says. “There’s such a
hopefulness to this work as a result of the contributions that the
Endowment has made to help support it.

“It’s really spurred and catalyzed not just our work but a
tremendous amount of work across the state among individuals,
foundations, United Ways, and others who weren’t really in the
conversation prior to the Endowment’s substantial investment
in making early learning a priority,” she says.

Misty Hollis (opposite) helps administer the YMCA Y-Care program
in Cambridge City, Ind., which along with IU Health Day Early Learning
in Indianapolis (below) is supported by Early Learning Indiana.
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