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OVERVIEW

This brief presents key themes on state-local collaborations in cross-sector early childhood health equity initiative
(ECHE) work, derived from the perspectives of state-local ECHE collaborations. Part of a larger project entitled

the Early Childhood Health Equity Landscape Project (ECHE), this series of briefs aims to highlight promising
strategies to address key issues such as sustainability, data use, state and local collaboration, and operationalizing
health equity within the context of cross-sector early childhood health equity initiatives. This brief highlights
takeaways from the four conversations, including supports for state-local collaborations and impact on ECHE
initiative work, provides suggestions for strengthening state-local collaborations, and recommends further reading
on early childhood state-local collaborations.
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State-local collaborations link state governments with local-level early childhood work in order to increase coordination
and improve outcomes for children and families.” These links seek to make connections between families, programs,
early childhood sectors, and state early childhood governance structures.? The benefits of early childhood state-local
collaborations are outlined in The Nuts and Bolts of Building Early Childhood Systems through State/Local Initiatives, a report
that highlights outcomes associated with state-local teamwork, such as increased resources for early childhood work,
improved access to services, increased community and family engagement with early childhood issues, and improved
outcomes for children and families. Much early childhood health equity (ECHE) work falls under the umbrella of early
childhood systems-building, with initiatives (i.e., a set of activities with coordinated implementation of programming and
services) working across sectors (i.e., groups of organizations that address a specific need or provide a specific kind of
service) and levels of government to support equitable, positive outcomes for all families.

As part of the Early Childhood Health Equity Landscape project, this brief seeks to add to the ECHE and state-local
collaboration knowledge base, elevate voices from the ECHE field, and tell the stories of collaborations between states
and local organizations from the perspectives of four geographically diverse ECHE initiatives. These snapshots are
intended to:

> Explore differing approaches to ECHE work and augment the information included in the ECHE landscape project

> Contribute to the knowledge base on state-local collaborations by examining these collaborations’ efforts to address
ECHE

> Provide a resource to state and local leaders interested in supporting or expanding ECHE work through state-local
collaborations
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means that

everyone has a fair and just

opportunity to be as healthy
as possible. This requires
removing obstacles to health
such as poverty, discrimination,
and their consequences,
including powerlessness and
lack of access to good jobs
with fair pay, quality education
and housing, safe environments,

and health care.”

- Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
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The ECHE Landscape Project team engaged in conversations with the state and local partners of four ECHE initiatives.
These initiatives were identified from the pool of respondents to the ECHE Landscape Survey who identified themselves
as having a state-local collaboration. The selected initiatives represent different geographic regions, ECHE topics, scope,

initiative lead, and years of operation.
Initiatives Interviewed

Figure 1. Initiative Overviews

/INITIATIVE NAME
South Dakota Statewide
Family Engagement Center (SFEC)

LOCATION
South Dakota

CURRENT ECHE /FOCAL AREA
Emergent Literacy

SCOPE
State

START YEAR
2018

DESCRIPTION
SFEC connects families, schools, and
community organizations to support the
needs of learners from cradle to career,
with a focus on English language learners,
people of color, and families living with low
incomes. SFEC focuses on emergent literacy
kas a method of increasing school readiness.

.
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INITIATIVE NAME

LOCATION
Texas

CURRENT ECHE FOCAL AREA
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

SCOPE
County

START YEAR
2012

DESCRIPTION

ECC is a collection of cross-sector direct service providers
with the goal of filling gaps for families with young children.
ECCis currently engaged in enacting a whole-family approach
to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) education and
reduction. Initially a requirement of the Texas Home Visiting
Grant, this initiative has expanded in membership and scope
to address a broad array of social issues that impact families.
Staff from approximately 40 different agencies serve on four
different committees: Fatherhood Engagement, Literacy,
Family Self-Sufficiency, and Maternal and Child Health.
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INITIATIVE NAME

Early Childhood
Comprehensive Systems

(ECCS New Jersey)

LOCATION
New Jersey

CURRENT ECHE
FOCAL AREA
Developmental Screening

SCOPE
National/Multiple Counties

START YEAR
2016

DESCRIPTION

ECCS New Jersey provides
federal funding and a shared
approach to participating
states, including New Jersey,
to strengthen their early
childhood systems. ECCS
New Jersey focuses on
connecting and aligning
services and data across
programs at the state and
local level to improve service
delivery and positively impact
early childhood development)

.
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INITIATIVE NAME
All Our Kids Early Childhood Networks (AOK Networks)

LOCATION
lllinois

CURRENT ECHE FOCAL AREA
Physical and Mental Health

SCOPE
Multiple Counties

START YEAR
1998

DESCRIPTION

AOK Networks are a collection of 10 local networks of organizations
addressing health care, social services, early learning and care, and more.
The AOK Networks share the common goals of ensuring babies are born
healthy, young children stay healthy and develop positively, and children
are kindergarten-ready. The Networks support cross-sector collaboration
to strengthen an equitable and just early childhood system of services

and supports.
"% PP 4
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https://www.state.nj.us/njparentlink/about/eccs.html
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https://www.teamupforchildren.org/
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https://sdsfec.org/
https://sdsfec.org/
https://www.teamupforchildren.org/
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The ECHE Landscape Project Team identified five key themes from the conversations with the four ECHE initiatives. These
five themes fall into two categories: 1) elements important to supporting state-local collaborations in ECHE initiative work,
and 2) ways in which state-local collaborations can strengthen ECHE initiative work. While these themes highlight
perspectives supported by the state-local collaboration conversations, they represent individual accounts of state-local
collaborations and have not been evaluated for efficacy. Also, these conversations took place during the COVID-19
pandemic. Although this brief does not focus on the pandemic, this context may have influenced the way the interviewed
state-local partnerships thought about their work. For more information on how ECHE initiatives responded to the
COVID-19 pandemic, please see the related brief “Cross-Sector Support for Health Equity in Early Childhood During

the COVID-19 Pandemic.”

@ Structure, Communication, and Relationship-building
A Support State-Local Collaborations

State-Local Collaborations Can Be Structured in Multiple Ways

State-local collaborations may be structured differently due to variations in
factors like history, political environment, and leadership.? Conversations with
the four initiatives revealed that these collaborations differ in terms of how they began,
sources of funding, scope of the collaboration, and state supports offered for the ECHE
work (as described ahead). The structure of the relationship between the state and
local partners varied as well, with the state taking on more of a leadership role in some
collaborations. For example, in the AOK Network and ECCS New Jersey initiatives,
state partners established a formal set of guidelines for the local ECHE work. The state
can also take on more of a partnership role, as in the South Dakota SFEC initiative,
where state employees from multiple sectors served on the advisory council

alongside members from non-governmental organizations. Differences in ECHE state-
local collaborations may reflect differences in expectations tied to funding -

for example, the ECCS New Jersey initiative was responsible for meeting federal
guidelines. Differences in ECHE focal area also reflect regional differences: Initiatives
prioritize an ECHE topic most relevant to the local community, with initiatives that span
multiple communities potentially addressing multiple ECHE focal areas.

Communication and
“You're so involved with so many different entities across the state. | think Relationship-Building Can be Critical for

that's one actual advantage because your connections become a little bit Establishing and Maintaining State-Local
more personal to be able to connect all the dots so that it's one consistent Collaborations

thing across the state. So with literacy or family engagment or cradle to
career, all of that is so interconnected with the things | collaborate with, The initiatives interviewed shared that
communication with state partners, state
policymakers, and other initiatives across sectors
can strengthen and expand a local initiative’s ability
_ Jodi Berscheid, to positively impact a community. Poor
Head Start Collaboration Director, communication with the state can be
L a barrier to effective state-local collaboration
South Dakota Department of Education work by limiting initiative capability to
respond quickly and effectively to local needs.

or the things the Department of Education might collaborate with... it all

comes back to that, one big circle of collaboration.”
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In addition to communication, advocacy with state policymakers can increase awareness of the ECHE issues the initiative
is addressing and can influence future policy and state support. For example, the AOK Network’s state coordinator
engaged in an ongoing campaign with state employees to explain the necessity of a systems-building approach to early
childhood issues and the importance of collaboration with local initiatives. The AOK Networks' partners additionally
highlighted the importance of having at least one dedicated state-level staff person to continuously advocate for the local
initiative with state-level partners.

The initiatives also highlighted communication across sectors, noting the importance of addressing ECHE
issues with a coordinated and unified approach. The initiatives interviewed underscored the need for inclusion when
recruiting local partners and mentioned the importance of providing a seat at the table for any organization interested in
supporting the work. For example, ECC engaged a diverse team of community members, state employees, professionals,
parents, and up to 40 partner organizations. These partners included educators, child care providers, physical and mental
health practitioners, as well as representatives from a food bank, children’s home, and the juvenile probation department.
The following illustrates examples of the partnerships identified by the initiatives.

Figure 2. Examples of partners working with ECHE initiatives

FEDERAL, STATE, AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS

Example: State Department of Social Services,
local housing authority
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N

Collaborations Can Support Initiative
Impact at the Local Level

The initiatives interviewed felt state-local
collaborations had a strong influence on an initiative's
ability make a positive impact in a community. The ECHE
Landscape Project Team identified five ways in which states
supported local ECHE work and identified examples from the
initiatives interviewed. These supports are consistent with
findings in the early childhood governance literature, which
notes that one of the goals of state-local partnerships can be
to ultimately build state capacity to positively impact child and
family outcomes.?

Floure = State ECHE Initiative Supports with Examples of Impact on Local Initiative Work

O South Dakota SFEC
emphasized that since
the initiative’s inception, O The South Dakota

the inclusion of state SFEC state's
infrastructure has been

employees with

extensive relevant used to disseminate

experience has guided / \ information to service
, ‘ providers and

both the vision and the
A organizations, families,
and child care providers.

work carried out by the
center. State partners

strengthen SFEC work ditati f They have the capability ()

by providing insight into Facilitation o to link related resources

similar ECHE work and Communication to state websites, a’
' strategies that have and Partnerships ensuring information

is readily available. Provision
of Funding

proven effective.

Technical Support

Development

of a Shared

Vision

A

Dissemination of

and Expertise ECCS New Jersey Initiative Products
state partners
connected ECCS
counties for cross-

The AOK Networks’ learning, The state of Texas provides
state partner developed brainstorming, much of the funding for
a flexible conceptual and strategy sharing. ECC, enabling the initiative

approach to the work,

Oc . Local partners to access supports that
providing detailed - emphasized that the might otherwise be
definitions of initiative state team highlighted inaccessible due to cost,
terms and goals and

ns the importance of such as the Results-Based
ogtlmmg how these goals establishing broad Accountability framework.
wlll look for networks at partnerships and State funding also provides
different phases of holding regular initiative members with the
development. This meetings to align and time and materials needed
approach guides, - O expand the work. to provide trainings, as
strengthens, and unifies well as access to external
the networks' impact O webinars and trainings.

Q across the state.
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State-Local Collaborations Allow States
to be Responsive to Local Needs

State-local collaborations allow families and community leaders to
advise policymakers on best ways to approach early childhood issues
at the local level.? Feedback from families and local organizations can
inform development of policies that support families and young
children.” The four initiatives interviewed discussed the
importance of allowing local leaders to tailor initiative work
to meet community needs and mentioned the importance

of including the voices of local organizations and families and
assessing community needs to inform system development.

For example, ECC discussed how state funding enables local leaders
to assess and respond to the needs of their community through
activities like administering a measure of child development in
kindergarten classrooms county-wide. The local AOK Networks’
shared conceptual approach emphasized the importance of tailoring
their work to meet the needs of each participating county, noting that
a single approach will not be able to effectively respond to the needs
of individual counties.

State-Local Collaborations Support Sustainability
Through Systems-Building, Continuity of Vision and
Staffing, and Multiple Sources of Funding

The successful impact of local partnerships results from sustained
work over time." The initiatives highlighted multiple ways in which
state-local collaborations can support sustained ECHE work beyond
the lifespan of the initiative. For example, ECCS New Jersey discussed
how they institutionalize their ECCS goals by embedding best
practices in Child Care Resource and Referral agencies. At the state
level, the AOK Networks coordinator discussed making collaboration
with local organizations an expectation for state-level staff by ensuring
state administrators have a financial incentive to participate with local
initiatives.

Responding to local needs through
partnership with local organizations

ECCS New Jersey state and local
repesentatives discussed how state-local
collaborations’ response to local needs is
strengthened through the development of
equal and responsive partnerships with local
participating organizations. Through these
relationships, states can empower local
leaders to further ECHE work within their
communities and trust that local leaders

are carrying that work forward.

Local partners echoed the importance

of establishing equal and responsive
partnerships, noting that while participating
ECCS counties share a vision, that vision is not
mandated by the state. Instead, responsibility
for the initiative vision and work is shared
between state and local partners. Feedback

is provided bi-directionally, with both the state
and the local level being accountable

to one another. Local partners also
highlighted the work New Jersey has done
establishing partnerships not only within
ECCS, but in early childhood overall.

In particular, local partners highlighted the
work the state had done to increase family
engagement and include the voices

of community families.

A shared vision or conceptual approach can assist sustainability

“We need to continue funding the communities
that we have because we have learned a lot
from these communities. There have been a
lot of other initiatives that have come [about]
because of what the AOK Networks have done.
Our experience has helped build other things.”

by providing a consistent framework guiding multi-year work
regardless of staff or partner turnover. Similarly, a dedicated state
staff person can also protect the continuity of state-local
collaboration work against staff turnover at the state level.

Sustainability is also possible through allowing multiple sources of funding.
The AOK Networks highlighted that their state coordinator sought

multiple funding streams that could allow ECHE work to continue even

if a single funding stream is lost. The AOK Networks local partner also
discussed the importance of allowing sites to seek funding from multiple
sources and noted that individual sites can seek supplementary funding
from grants or local organizations.

— Ana Maria Accove, State Administrator for
the All Our Kids Early Childhood Networks,

lllinois Department of Human Services
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The selected initiatives were uniformly positive and supportive of state-local collaborations as a way to strengthen
initiatives and positively impact family and child outcomes. The state-local initiative partners also identified advice
for initiatives or state agencies who may want to create or strengthen collaboration between state and local partners.

> Start small: begin with a single team and expand.
> Leverage the expertise at the state level to strengthen local work.
> Listen to and value the input from local partners.

> Monitor progress and be willing to innovate if an approach does
not seem to be effective.

> Convene state and local administrators to communicate the
importance of and possibilities associated with state-local
collaborations.

> Align work at the state and local levels by:

— Considering how initiative work can improve the early
childhood system as a whole

1
g

— Keeping state and local partners and grantees engaged

— Strengthening communication across work that has
previously been siloed

SUMMARY

Collaborations between local initiatives and state partners can help build connections across sectors, initiatives, and
communities to enhance and align ECHE work. The four snapshot initiatives differed in structure and scope of their
partnerships — however, all emphasized the role of communication and relationship-building in forming and maintaining
state-local collaborations. The featured initiatives also discussed ways in which state-local collaboration strengthened
initiative impact. Local initiatives allowed states to respond to local needs, and states provided a variety of supports in
addition to funding for local initiative work. State-local collaborations can also support initiative sustainability. The initiatives

were uniformly positive in their portrayal of these collaborations, finding their partnerships to be beneficial for furthering
ECHE work at the state and local levels.

On the national stage, states have been working to strengthen early childhood through state-local collaborations for more
than 20 years," and the research base on their impact and efficacy continues to grow. The BUILD Initiative has worked
with states to strengthen early childhood systems-building through establishing and strengthening state-local
collaborations. The BUILD Initiative has also worked to document state approaches to early childhood state-local
collaborations, with their 2014 report The Nuts and Bolts of Building Early Childhood Systems through State/Local Initiatives
informing many of the resources cited in this brief. These reports can provide additional information and resources

on the approaches to and benefits of state-local collaboration.
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