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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This statewide assessment of needs is intended to update the December 2019 “A
Needs Assessment of Alaska’s Mixed delivery system of Early Care and Education”

document.

This project is funded by a Preschool
Development Grant Birth Through
Five (PDG B-5) awarded to the Child
Care Program Office (CCPO) at the
Alaska Department of Health by
the Administration for Children and
Families, and is jointly administered
by the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services and the U.S.
Department of Education. For Alas-
ka, the primary focus is on children
birth through age five however
the 2024 update includes prenatal
through twelve years of age where
relevant.

Healthy, Safe + Stable

Quality .
+
Early Children

Learning Families
Experiences

The 2024 updated needs assessment is organized around the structure of the
Early Childhood Alaska: A Strategic Direction for 2020-2025 (strategic direction)
which was completed in June 2020. This updated needs assessment focuses on
data, gaps and considerations for strategic planning relevant to the three goal
areas. The strategic direction statewide plan will also be updated in 2024, and the
information from the updated 2024 needs assessment will be used to inform that
update. Each goal area includes considerations for strategic planning.
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING

GOAL ONE:

m  Consider strategies to improve overall wellbeing with specific emphasis on
decreasing screen time and increasing physical activity of Alaska youth.

m |dentify ways to increase overall awareness of Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACEs) and Healthy Outcomes from Positive Experiences (HOPE Framework),
which is designed to address and mitigate effects of Adverse Childhood
Experiences among Alaskans; and ultimately develop strategies to decrease
ACEs in the state.

m Consider risk and protective factors to help mitigate the occurrence of ACEs
and integrate the HOPE Framework T when discussing ACEs, trauma and
adversity.

m  While support and resources focused on preparing families for adversity are
vital, it is important to also address the system that created that adversity.
Identify strategies and programs that focus on tertiary prevention as well as
primary prevention.

s Coordinate implementation activities in the Strengthening the System II: The
Comprehensive Integrated Mental Health Program Plan FY2025-FY2029 and
engage in other planning efforts included in the scope of Goal One.

GOAL TWO:

m  Continue to prioritize the importance of family partnerships in driving
decisions throughout all aspects of the planning process.

m Learn from and expand the pilot program providing technical assistance
to early childhood programs that are utilizing the Strengthening Families
Framework.

1. Children’s Bureau. (2022, March). Moving from ACEs to HOPE: The power of positive experiences. Child Welfare
Information Gateway.
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m  Assure early childhood programs meet the cultural and language needs of
children and families..

m Continue to increase awareness of and offer technical assistance
opportunities about early care and education programs across the state to
improve accessibility.

m  Assess and address barriers to accessibility such as transportation and
physical space, and by recognizing and understanding “child care deserts”
in Alaska.

m Increase the number of early childhood education programs participating
and advancing in Learn & Grow, Alaska's Quality Recognition and
Improvement System (QRIS).

s Continue to increase awareness of evidence informed strategies such as
Pyramid Model to decrease expulsion and suspension, increase teacher
supports, and increase children's social emotional development.

m Continue to recognize the economic impact that the lack of accessible
early care and learning has on Alaska.

m Leverage important partnerships with employers in Alaska to advance
strategies that improve accessibility.

m  Address affordability challenges by raising awareness about subsidy
programes.

m  Consider adjustments to eligibility requirements to decrease the amount
of income families spend on care.

m  Provide more information on and support for transitions between
preschool and kindergarten programes.

m  Adopt a definition of “kindergarten readiness” to elevate a common
understanding of its importance.
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GOAL THREE:

Bolster local partnerships with families and communities to advocate for
increased access to high-quality care and education, and system change.

Establish a work group of key partners to agree on common terminology for
use in describing the early care and education system in Alaska in moving
forward.

Develop and implement targeted public awareness communications plans
to elevate the system, considering specific emphasis on understanding ACEs
and availability of Child Care Assistance Program support.

Consider convening a statewide work group tasked with diversifying funding
opportunities. Much of the current funding in Alaska is federal funding.

Establish long-, mid- and short-term strategies for data integration
and accountability using the Early Childhood Integrated Data
System (ECIDS) model to move data integration efforts forward.

Expand access to wellness resources, mental health consultation and
coaching, and leadership development training.

Increase recruitment, retention and professional development opportunities
for early childhood professionals.

Identify policies and programs to improve wages, compensation and
benefits for early childhood professionals.
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INTRODUCTION:

Alaska’s Mixed Delivery System

What is the system?

In the development of the strategic direction in 2020, the early childhood
system was broadly defined to include a wide range of critical touch points
for young Alaskans. This includes but is not limited to health, education, child
care, early childhood center-based learning and care services, early childhood
home and community-based services, technical assistance, child protection,
behavioral health, early intervention, family supports and programs that pro-
vide fiscal support, regulatory guidance, training and education.

Who supports the system?

Government, nonprofit, tribal, and private entities support the system by pro-
viding early care and education programs; medical and mental health care;
home visiting; early intervention; resources, referrals, and support for families;
and education and training for early childhood professionals who work in all
these sectors. The missions, purposes, and policies of these programs can of-
ten vary which has resulted in a fragmented approach to serving families and
children. In Alaska, key programs include:

m Licensed Child Care Services. The Alaska Department of Health (DOH)
Child Care Program Office (CCPO) regulates and monitors licensed child
care centers, group homes, and home-based child care providers in
Alaska. The State of Alaska (State) delegates authority to the Municipality
of Anchorage (MOA) for licensure of ECE providers within the MOA. Ap-
proximately 411 state or Municipality of Anchorage-licensed or approved
ECE providers operated in Alaska in 2023. The combined capacity of all
licensed or approved providers totals an estimated 17,572 children aged
12 and under.
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m Public Pre-Elementary School Programs. The State funds public pre-ele-
mentary programs in over 150 program sites across Alaska. Enrollment in
these programs totaled over 2,400 students in FY19, with 75% in urban ar-
eas and 25% in rural areas. In FY23, the Department of Education and Early
Development provided state grants to seventeen (17) public school pre-el-
ementary programs serving 1,040 children 3-5 years of age. Fifty-nine
percent (59%) of enrolled students were in areas categorized as urban, and
41% were in rural areas. The Alaska Department of Education & Early Devel-
opment (DEED) administers these funds and provides oversight.

» Private Exempt Providers. Private exempt providers, including religious
groups and nonprofits, offer programs for children birth thru five years of
age.

m Out-of-school time or after-school programs: These can include be-
fore- and after-school care, school vacation programs, as well as summer
camps, recreational centers, and other youth programs. Any program
caring for more than four unrelated children for more than five weeks a
year such as school breaks and summers is required to be licensed. Camps
have to meet specific certification and background check requirements
to be exempt from licensing. While some are licensed, others are regulat-
ed and monitored by other local, state, or federal entities or are otherwise
exempt.

» Head Start and Early Head Start. Head Start and Early Head Start (HS/
EHS) are federally administered programs serving low-income children.
In FY23,17 HS/EHS grantees in the state offers approximately 3,556 slots.
There are 13 tribal grantees and four non-tribal grantees (with funding for
a total of 2,128 and 1,428 slots, respectively). Head Start programs, which
provide an estimated 2,661 of the total HS/EHS slots, serve children 3to 5
years of age and are typically provided in a center-based environment. Ear-
ly Head Start programs, which offer approximately 895 slots, provide cen-
ter-based care or home visits to children birth to 3 years of age, and prena-
tal services to eligible women. Nine Head Start providers offer home-based
services. Grantees are required to provide a 25% match for federal dollars
through cash or in-kind contributions; and currently 11 Alaska grantees are
unable to meet this requirement and receive waivers.
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m Tribal-Approved Child Care
Providers. For 229 Tribes, over
thirty tribal lead agencies
across Alaska administer fed-
eral Child Care and Develop-
ment Funds (CCDF) for family
child care, in-home and relative
providers within their commu-
nities. These providers may be
regulated by the state through
child care licensing or be trib-
ally regulated through tribal
health and safety standards
and requirements. Data on
the number of providers is not
publicly available.

» Military-Approved Providers.
The U.S. Department of De-
fense and U.S. Coast Guard certi-
fy child care and early education facilities in Alaska that serve the military
population. In 2017, six federal military employers reported ECE sector
employment in Alaska. At least seven military-operated child development
centers and four school-age centers serve military families in Alaska. At
least 1,200 early care and education slots for children are available from
military providers statewide. As of 2024, this information remains current.

» Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV). MIECHV
programs are federally funded and serve at-risk pregnant individuals and
families with children from birth to kindergarten entry. Programs are vol-
untary and offer resources and skills meant to improve maternal and child
health, prevent child abuse and neglect, encourage positive parenting,
and promote children’s development and readiness for school. Current
grantees are Chugachmiut, Cook Inlet Tribal Council, Fairbanks Native
Association, Southcentral Foundation, Tlingit and Haida and the State of
Alaska. In FY 2023, the program served 198 families and 151 children. There
were 1,645 completed home visits, of which 571 were completed virtually.
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m Parents As Teachers (PAT). PAT is an evidence-based home visiting model
for families prenatally and/or with children up to age 5, however, the spe-
cific age group served is determined by each program based on commu-
nity need. The goals, carried out by state-funded nonprofits are to improve
parent knowledge and practices, detect developmental delays and health
problems in young children, prevent child abuse and neglect, and increase
school readiness. Through a partnership between the Alaska Department
of Health, Department of Education and Early Development, and Office
of Children’s Services (OCS), the State contracts with four PAT home vis-
iting provider agencies serving an array of Alaska communities. Two of
these providers for FY 2024, Kids' Corps, Inc. and Rural Alaska Community
Action Program, Inc. (RUrALCAP), also offer home-based Head Start and
Early Head Start services. The third, Southeast Alaska Association for the
Education of Young Children, supports families, providers, and other early
childhood education partners primarily in the Juneau area. The fourth is
Kodiak Area Native Association, which primarily serves Alaska Native fami-
lies in Kodiak. Two Tribal MIECHYV programs also use the PAT curriculum to
strengthen family knowledge and practice. PAT served 231 children and
186 families during state fiscal year 2023.

» Early Intervention/Infant Learning Program. The Alaska Early Interven-
tion/Infant Learning Program is a program for infants and toddlers with de-
velopmental delays or disabilities. It is also known as Part C of the Individ-
uals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The program identifies infants
and toddlers who meet eligibility criteria for Part C. It gives families support
and resources to help them boost their child’'s learning through everyday
activities. Services are voluntary. Early Intervention services happen in the
child’'s most natural environment, usually their home. The Individuals with
Disabilities Act Part C is a federal program, and the Department of Health,
Senior and Disabilities Services oversees it statewide. Fifteen local early in-
tervention/infant learning programs provide services in their regions of the
state.

m /IDEA Part B Section 619 Special Education. Children three to five years of
age with disabilities and/or developmental delay are served under Part B
section 619 of IDEA. Part B requires school districts to conduct Child Find
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activities, receive referrals, determine the need for developmental evalua-
tion, conduct developmental evaluations, and, if eligible, create an Individu-
alized Education Program (IEP) for children three through five years of age
living within their school district. For all children enrolled in Part C/Infant
Learning Program, there is a prescribed transition process from referral

to eligibility determination to special education services (IEP) in place (if
eligible) before the child’s third birthday. DEED provides oversight to the
school districts administering 619 services and programming.

m Strengthening Families. Strengthening Families (SF)™ is a research-in-
formed intervention framework to increase family strengths, enhance child
development, and reduce the likelihood of child abuse and neglect. The
overarching goal is the promotion of child and family well-being. It is based
on engaging families, programs, and communities in building five protec-
tive factors that help families succeed and thrive, even in the face of risk
and challenges.: The State of Alaska has proposed to increase the training
to programs and communities who want to implement the framework and
provide access to technical assistance to all programs to provide mean-
ingful SF programs to families. The Alaska Child Welfare Academy (CWA)
supports Strengthening Families and with PDG B-5 funding it is expanding
a pilot program that provides technical assistance to early childhood pro-
grams who are utilizing the Strengthening Family Framework. An inter-
agency agreement was finalized, and training efforts are currently under-
way.

m The Pyramid Model. The Pyramid Model is an evidence-based framework
for promoting young children's healthy social and emotional development
and for reducing expulsion and suspension. The Pyramid Model frame-
work includes Tier I/ Promotion, Tier II/ Prevention, and Tier Ill/ Intervention
strategies for teachers and guidance for program leadership teams to use
program, teacher, and student data to inform decision making and sus-
tain practices. The Pyramid Model is heavily embedded in Learn & Grow
high-quality program standards guided by two state leadership adviso-
ry teams (Pyramid State Leadership Team and Learn & Grow Executive
Teams). Finally, with financial support from the Alaska Department of Ed-

2 Alaska Department of Health and Social Services. (n.d.). Strengthening families: A toolkit for Alaska’s families
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ucation and Early Development - Special Education Preschool Education/
619 funding, is in process of purchasing a shared data system for all early
childhood program types. The data system will track behavioral incidents,
behavioral support plans, expulsion/ suspensions, classroom learning en-
vironment quality, and program leadership progress toward fidelity imple-
mentation.

How is Alaska’s system of early care and education defined?

For Alaska, this is defined as programs and services focused on the development
of children’s social, emotional, cognitive, and physical functions that aim to build
a foundation for lifelong learning and well-being. These programs operate in a
complex interchange of health, social, child care, and education services that
provide a holistic system of support for children and their families.

It is important to note that these definitions are not agreed upon nor clearly
defined in state policy or regulations concerning early childhood, and there are
differing definitions used by state and private entities. Reaching agreement on

a shared understanding of how the system is defined was a gap identified in the
2019 needs assessment that has not yet been resolved. This needs assessment
uses the term “early care and education” or ECE unless source documents use
another term in which case the term used by the source is used.

12
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NEEDS ASSESSMENT

FOCUS AREAS

The 2024 updated needs assessment, per Preschool Development Grant (PDQ)
guidance and State of Alaska priorities, has three primary focus areas:

2. Ensure the data 3. Prioritize family
d] ar ; S:é?;\rlg presented aligns and provider
¢ ¢ with the Strategic voices in the
Direction 2020- updated needs
2025 plan. assessment

and findings on
early childhood.

1. Post Covid-19 Data, Research, and Findings

Since the 2019 assessment, numerous important research studies, analyses, and
reports have been published, addressing some gaps in knowledge identified in
the previous assessment. The results and findings of the following new reports are
incorporated throughout this updated assessment and will contribute to a more
comprehensive understanding of the early childhood system in Alaska. A summa-
ry of these documents, their findings and links can be found in Appendix A.

e Alaska Early Childhood Environmental Scan & Baseline Report on the
Condition of Young Children (2020, All Alaska Pediatric Partnership)

e Alaska Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting Program
Needs Assessment (2020, State of Alaska Department of Health and Social
Services)

e AK Untapped Potential: How Impacts Alaska's Workforce Productivity and
the State Economy (2023, U.S. Chamber Foundation)

e Child Care Focus Groups FINAL REPORT (2023, Agnew Beck)

e Child Care Market Rate Study (2024, Institute for Social and Economic
Research)

e Cost of [Child] Care Study (2024, McKinley Research Group)
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e Early Care and Learning Economic Impact Report 2020 (2020, thread)

e Early Childhood Alaska: A Strategic Direction for 2020-2025 (2020, Early
Childhood Alaska Joint Task Force Leadership Team)

e Early Childhood Education Workforce in Alaska (2023, Stellar Group)

e [Child Care] Early Educator Survey (2023, thread)

e Governor's Task Force on Child Care 2023 Preliminary Recommendations
(2023, The Governor's Task Force on Child Care)

e Recommendations To Maximize Alaska's Federal Funding Allocated To
Child Care Subsidy (2022, First Children’s Finance)

e 2023 Role of Early Care & Education in Alaska's Economy (2023, thread)

e ROOTS Evaluation Report (thread)

2. Data Aligning with Strategic Direction

The updated needs assessment follows the format and structure of the strategic
direction and focuses on data relevant to the three goal areas:

Goal One: Alaska Children and Families are Healthy, Safe, and Stable

Goal Two: Alaska children have quality early learning experiences and are

prepared for success in school, and

Goal Three: Alaska children and families are supported by a functional,
comprehensive, mixed delivery early childhood system.

Available data is organized around the twelve objectives within each goal and
concludes with a summary of considerations for the strategic planning process.
This needs assessment is a snapshot in time, and while this document is being
developed there are other work products underway that will continue to inform
decision making.
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3. Two Surveys: Parent and Provider Survey, and 2024 Early
Childhood Public Opinion Survey

The 2024 needs assessment is also informed by two surveys. The 2024 Parent
and Provider Survey asked both parents and providers about post-pandemic
issues; and the 2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey was conducted with
a representative sample of Alaskans about a range of early childhood topics in
Alaska. The approaches for both efforts are included in the following methodol-
ogy section, and findings are incorporated throughout the needs assessment
with further data included in Appendices B and C.
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METHODOLOGY

Preschool Development Grant (PDG) Required Activities

This Needs Assessment is funded by a Preschool Development Grant Birth
Through Five (PDG B-5) awarded to the Child Care Program Office at Alaska'’s
Department of Health (DOH) by the Administration for Children and Families and
jointly administered by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and
the U.S. Department of Education.

Joint Task Force (JTF) - The needs assessment methodology followed PDG
guidance and requirements, with input, feedback, and direction from a Lead-
ership Team comprised of key State of Alaska staff. During the initial 2019 needs
assessment and strategic planning process, a Joint Task Force (JTF) was formed
to align ongoing work and continued to guide the updated needs assessment in
2023-2024. The JTF is (and was) comprised of 40+ members from the early child-
hood sector. A complete list of JTF membership can be found in Appendix D.

Early Childhood Network (ECN) - The ECN was also a dedicated partner in
the needs assessment development process. The ECN heard updates and was
given by PDG Leadership and provided feedback on the direction and substance
of this assessment. The ECN was formed to provide a space for collaborative pro-
grams from throughout Alaska to learn from and support efforts being made to
elevate early childhood in their communities. The ECN's collective voice helped
inform statewide action on issues surrounding the early childhood system. Their
participation, input, and feedback was a vital part of this assessment. Highlights
from the ECN can be found included throughout this document.

The JTF, Leadership Team and ECN provided important direction on content and
process throughout the needs assessment update. This included meetings on
framework, content, feedback on process, editing and ongoing support.

The primary focus of the needs assessment was to update the existing data, an-
alyze and monitor trends, address gaps, and focus on the inclusion of parent and
provider voices. The study focuses on children prenatal through 5 years of age
when possible, expanding to other age groups where contextually appropriate or
relevant. ECN engagement provided important perspectives in this effort.
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Combined Primary and Secondary Data Collection Approach

Secondary data collection: The majority of data presented in this updated
assessment is secondary data from the Alaska Department of Health, the Alaska
Department of Labor, and numerous other secondary sources identified. This
data helps frame known information related to early childhood development,
physical and mental health, demographic profiles, parent and provider needs,
and early care and education programes.

Primary data collection: DDA conducted two surveys to collect new data,
specifically focusing on bolstering parent and provider voice to inform the
needs assessment.

2024 Parent and Provider Survey - The survey was designed and implement-
ed to provide a platform for parents, providers, and community members to
share their thoughts and concerns regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic across Alaska. The survey included a series of open-ended questions. A
convenience sample was used by distributing the survey to the Early Childhood
Network and the Joint Task Force. The format was primarily online, with paper
submissions accepted upon request. There were 423 responses, 345 of which
were parents. Open ended responses were analyzed using a thematic analysis
approach which identified key themes. A summary can be found in Appendix B.

2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey - The 2024 Statewide Early Child-
hood Public Opinion Survey polled Alaskans about a range of early childhood
topics. The survey collected responses from a representative sample using an
online form. This approach ensures that the demographics of the respondents
accurately reflect the population of Alaska, providing a reliable and valid under-
standing of public opinion of Alaskans statewide. The survey received responses
from a diverse group of Alaskan adults, including 535 parents. Among these par-
ents, 381 had children aged from birt through 12 years. There was notable repre-
sentation from rural Alaska, with 243 responses from rural Alaska and 1,457 from
urban Alaska. The results of this survey are cited throughout the 2024 needs
assessment, and a data sheet with cited results can be found in Appendix C.
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DEMOGRAPHICS

Focal Populations
This updated assessment looked closely at the following focal populations:

= Age ranges of focal population - The PDG age range is birth to 5, but states
are encouraged to establish their own ranges that are necessary to support
their work.

» Rural - Alaska statute defines a rural community as one with a population of
5,500 or fewer not connected by road or rail to Anchorage or Fairbanks, or a
population of 1,500 or fewer that is connected to those communities. A rural
borough or census area is defined as a geographic area in which rural com-
munities predominate.

= Disadvantaged - Populations are considered disadvantaged if they are in
geographic areas with any of the following factors:

m Higher relative rates of unemployment. This means that an area has
more than 4% above the statewide average rate of unemployment;.

m Children in low-income families. This means an area where the concen-
tration of families living below 200% of the federal poverty level is more
than 5% above the statewide average.

m Other potential measures include children with physical and develop-
mental disabilities; children in state-mandated placement outside the
home; children experiencing homelessness; children of undocumented
migrants.

3 Alaska Stat. § 14.43.600 (2024). Alaska education grant program.
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Overall Population of Alaska’s Children

FIGURE 1 compares the B-5, B-8 and B-12 age groups in 2022 compared to
2018. The three populations all have one thing in common: they have all de-
clined. These age groups have all decreased in size and also in proportion of the

total population.

Ficure 1: PopuLATioN CHANGE BY AGE RANGE 2018-2022
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Source: Alaska Vital Statistics, Goal/Objective: Demographics

FIGURE 2 shows the Alaska population of B-5 compared to the national popula-
tion during the same years. As a proportion of the total, Alaska's population in
this age range is decreasing during this time frame at a higher rate than the

national rate.

FiGure 2: ALAaskA AND NATIONAL PoruLATioON CHANGE B-5

ALASKA B-5 NATIONAL B-5

2018 2022 2018 2022

69920 55854 23,200,000 22,400,000

8.5% 7.6% 7.1% 6.7%
Change: -0.9% Change: -0.4%

Source: Source: US Census Bureau, Goal/Objective: Demographics
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Ficure 3: STATEWIDE BIRTH RATES 2018-2022
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Source: Alaska Vital Statistics, Goal/Objective: Demographics

Birth Rates

FIGURE 3 illustrates that the downward trend continues when looking at birth
rates.« The Alaska birth rate from 2018 to 2022 decreased by 7.30%.5s The na-
tional average for birth rate in 2018 was 11.97 births per 1,000 population and

in 2022 it was 12 births per 1,000 population. In Alaska these figures were 13.7
for 2018 and 12.7 for 2022 respectively. Births have decreased every year over
the last five years, down from 10,100 in 2018. However, these figures mean that
while the birth rate has continued to decrease in Alaska, the actual rate still
remains slightly above the national average of 12.0 births per 1,000 population.

4 Alaska Department of Health. (2023). Alaska vital statistics 2022 annual report.
5 Alaska Division of Public Health. (2022). Birth statistics. Health Analytics and Vital Records Section (HAVRS).
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Children Living In Rural Alaska

FiGURE 4: PopruLATION OF YOUNG CHILDREN B-5 LIVING IN RURAL AREAS
(As A PeErceNTAGE OF THE TOTAL RURAL PoPULATION)

2022 17.50%

2018 22.80%

Source: US Census Bureau

The population of young children living in rural areas of the state continues to
decrease. FIGURE 4 illustrates the population of children in rural Alaska went from
22.8% of Alaska's B-5 population in 2018 to 17.5% of Alaska’s B-5 population in 2022.

Regional Population Loss/Growth

The region with the greatest percentage of children per population remained the
Kusilvak Census Area, where children make up 14% of total Census Area popula-
tion. (2022)s From 2018 to 2022, there were 24 Boroughs and Census Areas that
saw a decrease in population for children aged B-5 years, whereas five areas saw
an increase in this population. Out of the 24 areas that saw decreases, 13 of them

decreased by over 10%.

Top 5 Areas with Population Decreases: Top 5 Areas with Population Increase:
1. Lake and Peninsula Borough (27.78%) 1. Aleutians East Borough (21.05%)
2. Skagway Borough (24.66%) 2.Kodiak Island Borough (13.73%)
3. Nome Census Area (19.91%) 3.Haines Borough (2.03%)
4. Juneau City and Borough (18.15%) 4.Chugach Census Area (1.10%)
5. Dillingham Census Area (17.18%). 5.Copper River Census Area (0.5)

6 thread Alaska. (2022). Alaska early care and learning dashboard.
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Compared with 2010, results from the 2020 US Census showed changes in the
state's racial and ethnic makeup, including both children and adults.” Overall,
Alaska residents who identify as a race or ethnicity other than solely white in-
creased from less than a third of the population in 2010 to more than 40%. For
children, 52% were children of color: 3% were Black; 10% were Hispanic; 8% were
Asian/Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander; and 19% were American Indian/

B-5, 2018: (Race is alone or in combination, therefore columns will not add to

100%.)

White

Alaska Native or American Indian

Black or African American

Asian

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander

Hispanic Origin (of any race)

41941 (68%)
17,325 (28%)

4,956 (8%)
5738 (9%)
1772 (3%)

6,871 (11%)

B-5, 2022: (Race is alone or in combination, therefore columns will not add to

100%.)

Alaska Native

Asian/Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

Black/African American

Hispanic or Latino
White

Two or More Race Groups

32,210 (18%)

14771 (8%)
5104 (3%)
18794 (M%)
81,868 (46%)
24,376 (14% )

7 Note that the Census categories available changed, therefore no direct comparison can be made.
8 Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section. (2022).
9 Annie E. Casey Foundation, & Alaska Children’s Trust. (n.d.). Statistics on children, youth, and families in Alaska.
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CONCLUSION DEMOGRAPHICS: The demographic data presented in this sec-
tion reveals variations in the population size between state and national levels,
between rural and urban Alaska, and as a percentage of the total population. This
data also tells the story of decreasing birth rates, outmigration, and the changing
racial and ethnic makeup of the state. These differences contribute to the diverse
needs and challenges faced by children and families and highlight the need for
targeted support and resources. Income disparities and racial/ethnic diversity
further underscore the necessity for culturally and linguistically appropriate ser-
vices.
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Goals and Objectives

The following three goals and twelve objectives provide a framework for introduc-
ing new and updated data on early childhood in Alaska. The remaining sections
of the needs assessment will follow this framework.

Goal One: Alaska
Children and Families
are Healthy, Safe, and
Stable

Goal Two: Alaska Chil-
dren Have Quality Early
Learning Experiences
and are Prepared for

Success in School

Goal Three: Alaska Chil-
dren and Families are

Supported by a Func-

tional, Comprehensive,
Mixed delivery Early
Childhood System

Objective One: Strong and Resilient Families and Communities

Objective Two: Integrated Physical, Mental, And Dental Health

Objective Three: Family Partnerships
Objective Four: Accessibility
Objective Five: Affordability
Objective Six: High-Quiality
Objective Seven: Transitions

Objective Eight: Elevation Of The Early Childhood System
Objective Nine: Strategic Funding

Objective Ten: Data Integration And Accountability
Objective Eleven: Workforce

Objective Twelve: Coordinated Plan Implementation
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GOAL ONE

Alaska Children And Families Are
Hedalthy, Safe, And Stable

The aim of Goal One is that children and families across the state are healthy,
safe and stable. Objective One will delve into specific well-being measures in-
cluding Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), child abuse and neglect, food
insecurity, and poverty. Objective Two includes integrated physical, mental and
dental health. These indicators provide a summary of the challenges and pro-
tective factors relating to the health, safety, and stability of Alaska's children and
families.

OBIJECTIVE ONE. Strong and Resilient Families and Commu-
nities: Families, programs, and communities partner to build
protective factors that increase family resilience, enhance
child development, and reduce abuse and neglect.

Resilient families and communities play an integral role in healthy child develop-
ment, building protective factors, and mitigating other risk factors. The focus of
Objective One is the health and well-being of Alaska’s children. The information
in this chapter will identify the areas where Alaska's children and families are
most in need, current experiences facing children and families across the state,
and considerations for strategic planning.

The scope of Objective One is expansive, and for this reason, this summary priori-
tizes several key measures of child well-being as follows:

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACESs)
Abuse And Neglect

Food Insecurity

Poverty Rates

Pandemic Effects On Children And Families
Screen Time And Physical Activity
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Additional data, including updated information on homelessness, out of home
placements, child care deserts, developmental screenings, early literacy rates,
and children with disabilities is included in Appendix E.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are traumatic events that occur in child-
hood, such as experiencing violence, abuse, neglect, or witnessing substance
abuse and mental health problems within the household.” This document
refers to adverse childhood experiences as ACEs and these experiences are
discussed within that context and terminology. Recent work on early childhood
trauma has focused more on “risk and protective factors.” Risk factors are char-
acteristics that may increase the possibility of an adverse childhood experience
to occur. Protective factors are characteristics that may decrease the possibility
of an adverse childhood experience to occur. When exploring the prevalence of
ACEs that occur in Alaska, it is also necessary to consider protective factors that
could be increased to help mitigate the occurrence of ACEs."

Recent efforts are underway to encourage use of the term “Positive Childhood
Experiences” (PCEs) as well as the term “Adverse.” Positive childhood experienc-
es are the positive things that happen to you or around you as you are growing
up. These experiences help children feel belonging and security and encourage
healthy social and emotional development. Adults with 6-7 PCEs: had a 72% less
chance of having depression/ poor mental health compared with adults with
0-2 PCEs"®

These experiences could include having additional supportive adults outside of
your household and participating in community or cultural traditions.

ACEs significantly impact a child’'s mental, emotional, and physical health, and
can have long-term effects on their well-being and development into adult-
hood. In Alaska, a substantial percentage of the population has experienced
ACEs:

« 68% of adults reported experiencing at least one ACE during childhood.”

10 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (n.d.). About the CDC-Kaiser ACE study.

11 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (n.d.). Risk factors for adverse childhood experiences.

12 Alaska Children’s Trust. (n.d.). ACEs and PCEs in Alaska.

13 Alaska Department of Health. (2023). Alaska Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (AK-BRFSS).
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«  47% of three-year-old children experienced at least one ACE, with 9%
experiencing four or more ACEs."*

« The prevalence of ACEs is higher among Alaska Native/American Indian and
Black children, as well as those enrolled in Medicaid.”®

FIGURE 7 shows that Divorce, followed by Financial Hardship, were the most com-
mon ACEs cited by children 0-17 between 2016 and 2020."* While divorce is docu-
mented as the most common adverse childhood experience in Alaska, it is a com-
plex issue that is not inherently negative in every circumstance. Divorce rates can
be documented and incorporated into ACEs research, however the relationship
and health of a family prior to divorce has not been studied. Further, another effect
that divorce can cause is higher rates of single-income households. Single-income

Ficure 7: Reasons FOR ACEs AMONG CHILDREN AGED O0-17 Years 2016-2021
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Source: National Survey on Children’s Health

14 Alaska Department of Health. (2023). Epidemiology of adverse childhood experiences in Alaska
15 Alaska Department of Health. (2023). Epidemiology of adverse childhood experiences in Alaska
16 U.S. Census Bureau. (2018). 2016 National Survey of Children’s Health: Methodology report. U.S. Census Bureau.
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households could contribute to another type of ACE, financial hardship.”

ACEs are linked to numerous negative outcomes, including poor educational
and economic prospects, mental health issues, and chronic health conditions.
These experiences in childhood have lifelong health effects on Alaskans. In
addition, they also impact educational and economic prospects.”® For exam-
ple, Alaska adults with four or more ACEs were roughly 250% less likely to
have graduated from high school than those with zero ACEs, limiting job and
subsequent economic growth opportunities.” Compared to individuals with
no ACEs, people with 4 or more ACEs are 2.3 times more likely to drop out of
high school, 2.3 times as likely to be unemployed, and 1.6 times more likely to
live in a household reporting poverty status.

ACEs are also connected to other factors that can reduce work performance
such as absenteeism, emotional distress, and substance abuse.?® Survivors

of child abuse and neglect experience more health issues compared to the
general population, which can also contribute to the usage of sick leave and
increased healthcare costs.?’ Abuse or neglect in childhood is also linked with
decreased earning power over the course of a lifetime.

Therefore, it is crucial to address ACES through access to high-quality early
childhood programming, early intervention, and supportive family and com-
munity relationships.

17 Stop Abuse Campaign. (n.d.). Divorce, separation, and death.

18 Alaska Department of Health. (2023). Epidemiology of adverse childhood experiences in Alaska (No.
RR2023_04).

19 Alaska Department of Health. (2023). Epidemiology of adverse childhood experiences in Alaska (No.
RR2023_04).

20 Klouda, N. (2020). Economic costs of child abuse and neglect in Alaska in 2019. Presented to the Alaska Chil-
dren’s Trust.

21 Alaska Children’s Trust. (2021). Addressing adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) in the workforce: A policy brief.
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FicUure 8: ALaskaN AbpuLts FAMILIARITY wiTH ACEs

32%

25% 25%
) - -
Very familiar Somewhat familiar Not very familiar Not at all familiar

Source: Public Opinion Survey

FIGURE 8 — The 2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey asked Alaska adults
how familiar they were with ACEs and the effects on both children and adults
long-term. While 18% responded “very familiar” it is noteworthy that 32% of Alas-
kan adults were “not at all familiar” and 25% were “not very familiar with ACEs
and the effects on children and adults long-term. This means that 57% of Alaskan
adults were not very or not at all familiar with ACEs and the long-term effects.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The consequences of ACEs are profound, often leading to toxic stress, which dis-
rupts brain development and increases the risk of various health problems later
in life. The more adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, the greater the likeli-
hood of developmental delays and later health problems, including heart dis-
ease, diabetes, substance abuse, and depression.?? The public opinion survey tells
us that most Alaskan adults are unaware of the damage that exposure to ACEs
can cause. If the public, including parents, are not well-informed about ACEs,
several negative implications arise:

« PARENTS: Parents who experienced ACEs themselves but are unaware
of their effects might perpetuate similar experiences for their children.
Awareness and education about ACEs can help break this cycle.

22 Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. (n.d.). Toxic stress.
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« COMMUNITIES: Without understanding the importance of addressing
ACEs, communities and support systems may not prioritize resources or
implement programs aimed at reducing childhood trauma. This can result
in fewer resources for mental health support, counseling, and educational
interventions designed to help children cope with and recover from their
experiences .

« PUBLIC HEALTH: The broader public’s lack of awareness about ACEs can lead
to underfunded public health initiatives and policies that do not adequately
address childhood trauma.

« ECONOMY: This can have long-term economic conseguences, as untreated
ACEs can result in increased healthcare costs, reduced productivity, and
higher rates of substance abuse and mental health issues among affected
individuals as they grow up.

Increasing public awareness about ACEs is crucial for fostering an environment
where children and families feel supported and understood. Education cam-
paigns, community programs, and healthcare initiatives that highlight the impor-
tance of recognizing and addressing ACEs can play a significant role in mitigat-
ing their negative impacts.

Child Abuse and Neglect

Child abuse and neglect rates in Alaska are alarmingly high, making it a critical
area of concern for child well-being.?® Alaska has the highest rate of child mal-
treatment in the nation, with the majority of cases involving neglect.

Key statistics include:

Alaska has the highest per capita rate of child maltreatment in the nation and
a child mortality (aged 1-8) rate that is nearly double the national rate.?*

Child maltreatment cases have increased substantially, with 3,190 cases
confirmed in 2020. #°

Children aged birth to four comprise the largest proportion of all cases (41%),

23 Alaska Association for the Education of Young Children (A2P2). (n.d.). Alaska early childhood environmental scan.
24 Alaska Department of Health and Social Services, Health Analytics and Vital Records. (2019). Child mortality rates by
age group,

25 Alaska Department of Health. (2022). Maternal and child health indicators.
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with the most common form of maltreatment type being neglect (71%).2¢

In 2020, children born in rural communities were 1.6 times more likely to be
involved in a report to the Office of Children’s Services (OCS) for physical abuse
compared to children born in urban communities.?’

In 2020, children born in rural communities are 1.8 times more likely to be
involved in a report to OCS for sexual abuse compared to children born in urban
communities?®

The high rates of child abuse and neglect across the state require targeted pro-
tective measures and interventions to ensure the safety and well-being of Alaska's
children.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Children in Alaska have a higher reported maltreatment rate than anywhere else
in the U.S. These traumatic experiences can negatively effect children’'s mental,
physical, and emotional well-being well into adulthood. Strategies focusing on
family support, mental health resources, and community engagement are essen-
tial to reducing these rates and should be an important focus of planning efforts
moving forward.

Food Insecurity

Food insecurity is a significant issue in Alaska, particularly in rural areas, affecting
both children and adults.

Notable data includes:
Nationally, in 2018, 11.1% of households (14.3 million) within the US reported
experiencing food insecurity, meaning “households were, at times, unable to
acquire adequate food for one or more household members because they had
insufficient money and other resources for food.”?®

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) also reported in 2022 that
the overall food insecurity rate nationally increased sharply, rising from 10.4% in

26 Alaska Department of Health. (n.d.). Maternal and child health indicators
27 Alaska Department of Health. (n.d.). ALCAN Link. http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/wcfh/Pages/mchepi/ALCANIink
28 Alaska Department of Health. (n.d.). ALCAN Link. http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/wcfh/Pages/mchepi/ALCANIlink

29 Coleman-Jensen, A., Rabbitt, M. P., Gregory, C. A., & Singh, A. (2019). Household food security in the United States in
2018 (Economic Research Report No. 270). U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service.

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT 3]



202110 13.5% in 2022.3° The change reflects the largest one-year increase since 2008,
and the rate, which amounts to over 44 million people, or 1in every 7, is the high-
est it has been since 2014. By comparison, in 2020, 15% of children in Alaska lived in
households that were food insecure at some point during the year.®

FIGURE 9. In 2024, Alaskan parents of children aged 0-12 were asked, “During the
past 12 months, have any of your children aged 0-12 experienced food insecurity?”
Of the responses received, 13% of children birth through age 12 have experienced
food insecurity in the past 12 months.

FIGUre 9. CHILDREN B-12 WHo HAVE ExPERIENCED FOOD INSECURITY IN
THE PAST 12 MONTHS

(B-5) (6-12)

Source: Public Opinion Survey

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Food insecurity has severe implications for child physical health, growth, and devel-
opment. Addressing food insecurity involves ensuring access to adequate nutrition
through support programs and addressing the geographic and financial barriers
that many families face, especially in the more rural areas of the state.

30 Feeding America. (2024). Map the meal gap.
31 Feeding America. (2023). Map the meal gap 2023: Overall food insecurity rate
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Poverty

Living in poverty is a barrier to child well-being, affecting access to essential
resources like food, healthcare, and education. Poverty also limits access to the
knowledge, skills, support, and resources that contribute to thriving families.
The rate of poverty among children in Alaska has increased in recent years.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Poverty is closely linked to oth- Key data include:

er issues such as food insecurity, - In 2022, 18.3% of children in Alaska
abuse and neglect, homeless- aged B-5 years lived in poverty, up
ness, and unemployment, which from 15% in 2018

are critical determinants of child U.S. figures dropped from 13% to

well-being. Efforts to reduce child 9% over the past decade. 2

poverty need to consider these
interconnected factors and look

at ways to address these different
measures of wellbeing at the same
time. While building up protective
factors can mitigate the effects of

The proportion of Alaska children
living in high-poverty areas more
than doubled from 3% in 2009-2013
to 7% in 2016-2020.3

poverty. it does not address the 1 Children’s Defense Fund. (2023). State of America’s
' _ ' . children 2023: Tables.
root causes of financial strain and 2 U.S. Census Bureau, Census Supplementary Sur-

vey & American Community Survey table B17001.

3 PRB (Population Reference Bureau). (n.d.). Analysis of
data from the U.S. Census Bureau, Census Supplementa-

hardship on Alaskan families.

Pandemic Effects on Children
and Families

The pandemic has significantly impacted children across the United States
through educational setbacks, and reduced access to early childhood services.
This has contributed to an increase in mental health crises. General themes re-
ported across the country include:

- Educational Setbacks: Nationwide, the closure of schools and transition to
remote learning have led to substantial learning losses. A study examining
results from 11 states revealed that pass rates for children in grades 3-8
between 2019 and 2021 significantly declined.*? Pass rates declined an

32 Jack, Rebecca, Clare Halloran, James Okun, and Emily Oster. 2023. "Pandemic Schooling Mode and Student Test
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average of 12.8 percentage points in math and 6.8 percent in English Language
Arts (ELA).

+ Reduced Access to Early Childhood Services: Post-pandemic, there has been a
15% decline in national enrollment rates for Early HeadStart and Early Childhood
Special Education services. This reduction in early intervening services can have
long-term developmental implications for affected children.**

« Mental Health Crisis: Young people in America are reporting persistent sadness,
hopelessness, suicidal thoughts, and behaviors at an increasing rate.** FIGURE
10 shows that most Alaskan parents in 2020 answered “very true” or “somewhat
true” when asked about increases in their child’s depression, anxiety, and family
stress since before the pandemic. In the same survey, 88% of parents report
being concerned about the impact the pandemic has had on their child’'s mental
health:

Ficure 10: IMpacT OF Covip-19 ON ALASKA CHILDREN

My child has been more sad or depressed than

e 29 35 36
My child has been more anxious than usual 30 38 33
Changes in our family routine have been 39 44 17

stressful for my child
mVerytrue mSomewhattrue mNotatalltrue
Source: Alaska Department of Health

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The reported increase in educational setbacks, reduced access to early childhood-
services, and mental health issues since COVID-19 is both concerning and a call to
action. Children who do not have access to necessary educational and behavioral

Scores: Evidence from US School Districts." American Economic Review: Insights, 5 (2): 173-90.
33 Nature. (2021). Beyond mortality: early childhood development and COVID’s impact.
34 Mental Health America. (2023). Youth data 2023.
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health services can struggle developmentally and are less likely to be successful in
school. Research suggests that there is a higher rate of expulsions and suspensions
in PreK than in K12 combined. Children who are experiencing depression and/or
anxiety are more likely to engage in dangerous and risky behaviors and have suicid-
al tendencies. Thi is important as Alaskans consider the future health of the State's
youth.

Screen Time And Physical Activity

In addition to affecting their mental health, children are now getting more non-ac-
ademic screen time and less physical activity. In the same 2020 survey, Alaska par-
ents reported that children were getting less physical activity and more non-aca-
demic screen time since the pandemic (FIGURE 11). Screen time is defined as any
time the child spends in front of a TV, computer, smartphone, or other electronic
device watching shows, playing games, accessing the internet, or using social me-
dia. This does not include time spent on schoolwork.

Ficure 11: Screen Time 2020, 2024/ PrysicaL Activity 2020, 2024
41%

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
38%
21% 25%
ml B

MORE SAME LESS

m 2020 - Alaska Department of Health and Social Services
m 2024 Statewide Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey

78%

o5 SCREENTIME
19% 28%

MORE SAME LESS

m 2020 - Alaska Department of Health and Social Services
m 2024 Statewide Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey
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The 2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey followed up on this work, and
asked parents about screen time, physical activity, and children. The results differ
slightly from those done in 2020 during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic by
the Department of Health. While the percentages vary, the 2024 responses con-
tinue to show that parents are reporting less physical activity and more screen
time. The pandemic didn't cause these changes, rather it intensified an already
developing trend.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The increased amount of time that children are participating in non-academic
screen time can lead to problems in social-emotional development in the future.
Children who have less physical activity are at a greater risk for developing health
problems including obesity, which can negatively affect them into adulthood. In
addition, there are strong linkages between unhealthy usage of social media and
youth mental health according to the U.S. Surgeon General 2023 report on Youth
Mental Health.**> This information should be used to develop strategies aimed at
mitigating these effects during strategic planning.

CONCLUSION OBIJECTIVE ONE;: Families, programs, and communities must
successfully partner to build protective factors, and planning should focus on
building social connections and positive family relationships that provide emo-
tional, educational, and spiritual support. This should emphasize family and early
childhood professional partnerships that use best practices in child development
and parenting strategies that support physical, cognitive, social- emotional and
language development.

Partners should coordinate to increase access to concrete supports in times of
need caused by a lack of safe housing, food security, out of home placement,
behavioral health treatment and equitable access to resources that support
healthy and resilient commmunities. The social emotional well-being of children,
their families, and their caregivers should be prioritized. An emphasis on these
efforts can increase family resilience, enhance child development, reduce abuse
and neglect, increase early childhood program quality, reduce exclusionary prac-
tices, and help retain the early childhood workforce.

35 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2023). Youth mental health: A report of the U.S.
Surgeon General. U.S. Government Printing Office.
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OBJECTIVE TWO. Integrated Physical, Mental, and Dental
Health: Children and their families have regular, ongoing access
to comprehensive, equitable, and culturally and linguistically
responsive health care services.

Alaska's children and families need access to integrated services. Healthy children
and adults are more likely to participate in their commmunities, attend school reg-
ularly, have continuous employment, engage in traditional cultural practices, and
care for their families. Without statewide access to physical, behavioral, and dental
healthcare services, there is an increased risk of Alaska's population having poor
physical and mental health outcomes. The information in this objective will guide
the strategic planning process by identifying the following areas where Alaska's
children and families are most in need:

Access to behavioral health services
Health insurance and coverage
Dental care and coverage

Access to Behavioral Health Services

It is a challenge for Alaskan families, especially children, to access mental and
behavioral health resources. There are planning efforts underway separate to this
work, and understanding and coordinating with other efforts is critical.

Trends in mental health claims - In recent years, there have been fewer mental
health service claims despite an increase in adverse experiences for children and
adults alike due to COVID-19. When comparing the same time periods in 2019 and
2020 (March-October) across the United States, there were approximately one-
third fewer Medicaid or Children’s Health Insurance Program claims for mental
health services for children and one-fifth fewer mental health claims for adults.
Given that mental health needs increased during the pandemic, this means that
many people did not receive needed care. The COVID-19 pandemic has present-
ed additional challenges toproviders trying to deliver mental health services in
rural areas.*® School closures potentially disrupted these supports in both rural and
non-rural areas, which may have further reduced access to care for children.

36 National Association of State Mental Health Program Directors (NASMHPD). (n.d.). Mental health system development in
rural and remote areas during COVID-19 (pp. 5-6).
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Waitlists - Exacerbating the access challenges, informants for the 2020 MIECHV
Needs Assessment reported limited mental health counselors who accept Med-
icaid and long waitlists. Many live in communities with limited infant or early
childhood mental health service providers, and nowhere to refer clients with
postpartum issues such as depression and anxiety. Some communities have
partners who offer free mental health services, but appointments are very lim-
ited, or parents are unable to bring their children with them to attend appoint-
ments.*’

Other Mental Health Planning - In 2024,
Strengthening the System Il: The Compre-
hensive Integrated Mental Health Pro-
gram Plan FY2025-FY2029, was updated.
There will be opportunities to coordinate
implementation between Goal One activ-
ities from the strategic direction, and this
updated plan. In 2024 the State also con-
ducted extensive partner engagement
across Alaska to hear more from families
and providers about behavioral health
gaps for Alaska youth. There has also
been more work done on better un-
derstanding the important role of in-

fant and early childhood mental health
consultants. The following summaries

provide a start for considering future coordi-
nation opportunities during strategic planning:

« The Strengthening the System II: The Comprehensive Integrated Mental
Health Program Plan FY2025-FY2029 (Mental Health Comp Plan)
includes Area of Focus 1- Early Childhood and Youth: Programs serving
young children and youth will promote resiliency, prevent and address
trauma, and provide timely access to early intervention services. Programs
serving youth will provide connections to community, safe and secure
options, and ongoing system coordination and development will be

37 Alaska Department of Health. (2020). MIECHV 2020 needs assessment: Executive summary on home visiting.
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prioritized. The strategic direction implementation process should include
coordination with those involved in this work.

- Behavioral Health Roadmap for Alaska Youth: In fall 2023, the State of
Alaska DOH and DFCS conducted a series of regional meetings to address
challenges in Alaska’'s youth behavioral health system. The Behavioral
Health Roadmap for Youth Record of Regional Meetings report summarizes
findings, highlights regional challenges, and presents recommendations.
The report is available on the State of Alaska's website. As this work
continues, those interested in Goal One of the strategic direction may
consider ways to coordinate with this ongoing work.

- Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health (IECMH) Consultants: Early
childhood programs should have access to IECMH consultants. Infant and
early childhood mental health consultants are highly-trained licensed or
licensed-eligible professionals with specialized knowledge in childhood
development, the effects of stress and trauma on families, the importance
of attachment for young children, and the impacts of adult mental health
on developing children. The consultant works indirectly by developing
relationships with the adults in young children’s lives to build adults’
capacity to support children’s healthy social and emotional development.
According to a 2024 survey conducted by The Stellar group, Alaska has
approximately 5 trained IECMH consultants and 25-30 early childhood
coaches (with varying degrees of training and expertise)Learn & Grow, Early
Education Program, and Head Start standards all require ECE programs to
have access to IECMH consultant and coaches.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

It is essential that all Alaskans, both adults and children, receive the medical
care they need. This medical care includes mental and behavioral health ser-
vices. There are also accessibility issues related to transportation, knowledge,
resource availability, and awareness of options. These are not new issues, and
are priorities included in other planning efforts underway such as the Mental
Health Comp Plan, Behavioral Health Roadmap, and other planning processes.
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Health Insurance and Coverage

Affordable health care for all Alaskans, especially children and pregnant wom-
en, is a significant contributing factor to long-term healthy child development.
Health insurance and publicly covered services are important ways to ensure
Alaska families have access to services. In 2022, findings showed that 7.5% of
children under age 6 were uninsured and 7.73% of children under age 18 were
uninsured. This puts Alaska in 49t place (of 51) in the nation, as the average
number of children under 18 who are uninsured is just 5.6% nationally.*®

FIGURE 12.» Children under 6 in Alaska have an uninsured rate of 7.5%, 7.73% for
those under 18. Compared to the national rate of 5.62% for children aged 0-18,
Alaska has more uninsured children.4©

Ficure 12: CHiLDReN AceD 0-18 W/O HEeALTH INSURANCE

Alaska 0-18 United States 0-18 Alaska 0-6

Source: Kids Count Data Dashboard Alaska

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The lack of insurance and coverage is a major barrier to health care access for
families, including primary care and behavioral health services. When children
are uninsured, they are more likely to have unmet health needs and lack a usual
source of care, diminishing their chances to grow into healthy and productive
adults.4

38 Georgetown University Center for Children and Families. (n.d.). Children’s healthcare report card: Alaska.

39 These numbers do not include those children covered by Medicaid or who are covered under Indian Helath Service
funding

40 Annie E. Casey Foundation. (n.d.). Kids count data dashboard: Alaska.
41_Georgetown University Center for Children and Families. (n.d.). Children’s healthcare report card: Alaska.
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Dental Care and Coverage

A cornerstone of a person’s health is good dental health and hygiene. It is im-
portant that Alaskan children receive preventative dental care and screenings.
However, this is difficult to accomplish without adequate insurance coverage or
publicly funded services.

FIGURE 13. In Alaska, 75% of children received preventative dental care between
the years 2020-2021. Data from the 2021 National Survey of Children’s Health

show that the number of Alaska children aged 1- 5 years receiving one or more
preventive dental visits per year decreased from 64.8% in 2019 to 58.2% in 2021.

In a recent study done by the Alaska Department of Health, the regions in Alas-

FIGURe 13: CHiLDReEN AGED 1-5 Receiving ONE Or
MORE PReVENTATIVE DENTAL VisiTs PER YEAR

58.2%

2019 2021

Source: NSCH

ka that exhibit the highest percentage of parent-reported dental visits for their
child by age 3 years also demonstrated elevated rates of parent-reported tooth
decay. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention a pattern of
disparities persists in which children from lower-income and minority racial and
ethnic groups experience more dental and oral disease and have less access to
treatment. To address these disparities, access to dental care in rural Alaska has
been a priority in recent years. The Dental Therapy Program benefits children in
rural Alaska by providing comprehensive, equitable, and culturally and linguisti-
cally responsive oral health care in their homes and villages. Because of programs
like these, the Dental Health Aide Therapists (DHATs) who participate in these
outreach programs have changed the course of oral health for Alaska Native peo-
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ple. More than 40,000 rural Alaskans now have regular access to dental care from
trained professional. In August 2020, the Alaska Dental Therapy Educational Pro-
gram became the first dental therapy program accredited by the Commission on
Dental Accreditation.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Dental care is an integral part of overall well-being and has implications for long-
term health and wellness. Tooth decay in both parents and children is related to
delayed growth and development and decreased overall physical, psychological,
and social well-being for children.22 Given the strong correlation between socioeco-
nomic indicators and parent-reported tooth decay rates (by region), intervention
programs should prioritize strategies directed at the children. Integrating preven-
tive dental care into non-dental settings and involving non-dental professionals
may offer a viable approach for reducing tooth decay in high prevalence regions.

OBJECTIVE TWO CONCLUSION

For children and their families have regular, ongoing access to comprehensive,
equitable, and culturally and linguistically responsive health care services, planning
efforts should focus on coordinating with those who are already advocating for
expanded medical, physical, and mental healthcare for women and children who
are currently without access to insurance. Integrating primary care, dental care,
and behavioral health services and efforts to increase access to infant and early
childhood mental health supports including family supports, therapies, consul-
tation and reflective supervision services should continue. Coordination between
the planning processes will bolster alignment, ensuring children are receiving
high-quality, accessible medical, behavioral health, and dental care. When chil-
dren’s basic needs are being met, they can grow and thrive in social and academic
aspects. Alaska has more children that are uninsured than the national average,
and the number of young children receiving preventative dental care has de-
creased in recent years. Strategies to address these factors should be considered in
the strategic planning process.

42 Association of Maternal & Child Health Programs (AMCHP). (2014). National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH): Oral
health visit.
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GOAL ONE

SUMMARY AND CONSIDERATIONS FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING

Addressing the well-being of children in Alaska requires a comprehensive approach
that includes building strong protective factors within families and communities. By
focusing on reducing ACEs, preventing child abuse and neglect, combating food inse-
curity, and alleviating poverty, more resilient children and families can thrive. Targeted
interventions that are evidence-based and proven effective are essential to achieving
these goals and ensuring every child in Alaska is healthy, safe and stable.

Considerations - Goal 1:
m Consider strategies to improve overall wellbeing with specific emphasis on de-
creasing screen time and increasing physical activity of Alaska youth.

m |dentify ways to increase overall awareness of Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACEs) and Healthy Outcomes from Positive Experiences (HOPE Framework),
which is designed to address and mitigate effects of Adverse Childhood Expe-
riences among Alaskans; and ultimately develop strategies to decrease ACEs in
the state. Consider risk and protective factors to help mitigate the occurrence of
ACEs and integrate the HOPE Framework when discussing ACEs, trauma and
adversity

» While support and resources focused on preparing families for adversity are vital,
it is important to also address the system that created that adversity. Identify
strategies and programs that focus on tertiary prevention as well as primary pre-
vention..

m Coordinate implementation activities in the Strengthening the System II: The
Comprehensive Integrated Mental Health Program Plan FY2025-FY2029 and en-
gage in other planning efforts included in the scope of Goal One.
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GOAL TWO:

Alaska Children Have Quality Early Learning

Experiences and are Prepared for Success in
Nelglele]

Goal Two envisions a state where all of Alaska's children have quality early
learning experiences and are prepared to be successful in school. To accom-
plish this, Goal Two focuses on the role that families play in early childhood
care and education, as well as the ways they can be better supported within
the system.

This section also highlights the importance of early childhood programs that
are accessible, affordable, and high-quality. Alaska parents’ ability to choose
care that is available, affordable and high-quality continues to be a challenge
for Alaska families. The information contained in Goal Two will cover parent
voice and family engagement, the accessibility and availability of affordable
early care and education, the quality of care, and the importance of transition
supports and continuity.

OBJECTIVE THREE. Family Partnerships: As a child’s first
and most important teacher, families are full partners in all
early childhood education experiences and are supported
by, and connected to, early childhood education programs
and services in which their children participate.

As a child'’s first and most important teachers, families should be full partners
in all early childhood education experiences and their participation should

be supported and encouraged by the Early Care and Education (ECE) sys-
tem. There has been recent progress with parent and family partnerships
opportunities within the early childhood system since the previous needs
assessment in 2019, however this continues to be an opportunity that should
be considered in the strategic planning process.

To continue to spotlight the importance of this for the needs assessment, the
2024 Parent and Provider Survey was conducted and asked how COVID-19
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has impacted young children in communities. Parents, providers, and commu-
nity members provided descriptions of their experiences and what they feel
they have observed in their communities after the pandemic. Appendix B sum-

marizes this work in more detail.

The following themes from the survey are highlighted as an important lens to
consider when understanding parent and family partnerships:

Educational and Learning Chal-
lenges: The COVID-19 pandemic
has had an impact on children’s
education. Parents and providers
highlighted learning gaps and chal-
lenges keeping up with educational
requirements. Respondents shared
their perceptions that students
have fallen behind due to missed
school days and disruptions to their
learning routines, which affects
their ability to excel in school.

Social and Emotional Develop-
ment: The pandemic had a notice-
able impact on social and emotion-
al development, with respondents
observing separation anxiety as
well as decreased social interaction
among their younger children. Re-
spondents expressed concerns that
the pandemic has deprived their
children of valuable social learning
opportunities, hindering their over-
all development.

THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Health and Well-being: The survey
received responses suggesting that
COVID-19 negatively affected the phys-
ical health and well-being of many
Alaskan children, impeding their de-
velopment and physical immunity.
Respondents expressed that children
spend less time playing outside, have
weaker immune systems that cause dis-
ruptive closures in both child care cen-
ters and schools (especially during cold
and flu season), and there is a height-
ened awareness of germs.

Community and Family Dynamics:
There were responses that suggested
that the pandemic reshaped family and
community dynamics, with both posi-
tive and negative outcomes. Some fam-
ilies reported that they benefited from
increased time together and height-
ened awareness of health practices,
others experienced financial hardship
and increased stress.

46
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Technology Dependence: Parents,
providers, and community members
shared concern about the increased
reliance on technology in Alaska
children. This increased dependence
has been associated with mental
health issues, impaired communica-
tion skills, and a concern about ad-
diction to social media and screens.

Mental Health: Mental health
among Alaskan children has been
significantly impacted by the pan-
demic, with emotional distress and
behavioral issues becoming more
prominent. Many children are ex-
periencing heightened anxiety and

stress levels, as well as increased
feelings of isolation, loneliness, and
depression. Respondents noted that
the lack of social interaction has led
to a noticeable increase in behav-
ioral problems and issues leading to
long-term consequences on youth
mental health.

Access to Services and Resourc-
es: COVID-19 both exposed and
worsened disparities in the accessi-
bility of resources, services, and child
care in Alaska. Respondents report-
ed increased difficulties in finding
child care, particularly in rural areas
or for children with special needs.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The information gathered in this Parent and Provider Survey informs the needs
assessment by highlighting actual parents and providers speaking on the sig-
nificant impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on early childhood. Understanding
these perspectives is essential for educators, policymakers, and families to ad-
dress the emerging needs and challenges faced by children in Alaska. By iden-
tifying areas of concern, partners can align their needs with supporting overall
child well-being and development. This knowledge ensures that the early child-
hood care and education system can adapt and provide the necessary support
to mitigate the long-term effects of the pandemic.
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SUMMARY OF OBJECTIVE THREE: The aim of Objective Three is increased
parental involvement in all early childhood education programs and services
in which their children participate. Through the voices of parents and provid-
ers, this assessment identified areas of concern and opportunities to support
increased parental involvement in ECE services. The themes that developed
during the primary research should be referenced and incorporated into rele-
vant areas of the needs assessment and in strategic planning. These themes
demonstrate that there have been serious setbacks in child development and

education due to missed school days, negative effects on social skills and emo-

tional health, decreased physical activity and immunity, altered family dynam-

ics, over-reliance on technology, rising mental health issues of children, families,

and early educators, and difficulties in accessing essential services. These in-

sights from Alaskan parents and providers highlight the urgent need for strate-
gic planning that includes parents and families in leading the discussion about

priorities for Alaska children during the post-pandemic era.
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OBJECTIVE FOUR - Accessibility: Families have access to early
childhood education programs that are high quality, cultur-

ally responsive, and affordable. Families have access to infor-
mation that allows them to make choices that meet their indi-
vidual needs.

Objective Four seeks to improve access to both ECE programs, as well as infor-
mation about these ECE programs and services. Alaskan families can make bet-
ter choices for their children if they have access to information on high-quality
and affordable ECE options.

However, in order to have access to care, sufficient space in ECE programs and
services needs to be available in the first place. As of August 2022, there were
490 state-licensed providers in Alaska“ Between July 2020 and August 2022,
there was a decrease of 36 licensed providers, which was a 7% decrease in total
number of licensed providers.

The data gathered here first assesses the overall need and the known existing
capacity across the state. This section then looks at barriers families are facing in
gaining access, and the effects that a lack of access has on the state economy,
on families, and finally on employers. It is organized according to the following
topic areas:

Statewide unmet need for care
Barriers to accessibility

Accessibility and the state economy
Accessibility and working families
Accessibility and employers

Culturally responsive care

43 Alaska Department of Health Child Care Program Office (2022). Child care services monthly report SFY 2023, August
2022.
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Ficure 14: 2022 StatewiDE UNMET NEED FOR CHILD CARE FOR CHILDREN B-5

Notin need of care NG 20916
In licensed or regulated program | NN 13165

Unmet need for child care | I 21733

Source: thread Data Dashboard

Statewide Unmet Need for Care

In Alaska, there is a much greater need for care than can be met by existing pro-
grams. The pandemic worsened this lack of accessible and affordable care, and
there is an ongoing need for more programs and providers in Alaska.

FIGURE 14. The most recent statistics from 2023 show that of the 55,854 children
under the age of 6 in Alaska, 20,916 of these children are not in need of care. “Not
in need of care” is defined as “households with at least one adult not in the work-
force” and 13,165 of these children are in a licensed or regulated early childhood
program like child care, Head Start or public pre-k. That leaves a gap of 21,773
children under the age of six who are in need of some type of child care or edu-
cation.** This means that 39% of children statewide have an unmet need for early
care and education services.

In the 2022 thread dashboard, there is a gap of 13,204 quality child care spaces.
In 2024, there is a gap of 21,773. That is a difference of 8,569 in just two years. It
should be noted that these numbers reflect the full licensed capacity. thread'’s
data tells us that most programs are operating at 70% or less, so this gap is actu-
ally much greater.

FIGURE 15. The 2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey asked Alaska parents
how easy they thought it was to access early care and education with the que-
tion, “How much difficulty do you usually have in finding Early Care and Educa-
tion (ECE) for your children, aged 0-12 years old, when you need it?” Notably, 59%

44 thread Alaska. (2022). Economic impact of early care and learning in Alaska: Data dashboard.
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FIGURe 15: EAseE OF AccessING CHILD CARE PArRenTs Vs GENERAL PusLiC

HIGH MODERATE SLIGHT NO
DIFFICULTY DIFFICULTY DIFFICULTY DIFFICULTY

mB-5 m6-12

Source: Public Opinion Survey

of parents who had children aged B-5 and those of children aged 6-12 perceived
ease as moderate or highly difficult. This illustrates difficulty with accessibility is

consistent across age ranges and while both parents of children B-5 and 6-12 re-
port some level of difficulty, the parents of younger children more often selected
highly difficult and those with older children selected moderately difficult.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The data on the statewide unmet need for child care in Alaska is vital for under-
standing the significant gaps in early childhood care and education services. With
39% of children under six having an unmet need for care, it highlights a critical
issue affecting families’ ability to work and children’s access to high-quality early
education. The pandemic has intensified this issue, showing an urgent need for
more programs and providers to support young children’s development and en-
able parents to participate in the workforce.

Barriers to Accessibility

Barriers to accessible early care and education can be similar in rural and urban
areas; however, the impact and extent of the barriers are often more challenging in

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT 1



more rural areas of the state. Common
barriers include affordability, transporta- CHILD CARE DESERTS

ti i tched schedul d
lon, mismatched schedules, ahd age or The Center for American Prog-

income restrictions. Additionally, in Alas- ress (CAP) and Child Care Aware
ka, many communities are located with- (CCA) describe child care deserts
in “child care deserts.” The Center for as those areas that either have no

child care providers at all or have

American Progress (CAP) and Child Care <5 e clrildl care slets eviailahla
Aware (CCA) describe child care deserts that there are more than three
as those areas that either have no child children in the community for ev-

care providers at all or have so few child ery open spot.

care slots available that there are more S R L AU L e
than three children in the community

for every open spot. %

This gap between need and availability began even before the pandemic, with
approximately half of the population of children under age 5 in the United
States living in a child care desert, and COVID-19 worsened the lack of supply
nationally“¢. Child care deserts are more often found in low-income rural census
tracts, meaning that families in rural areas face consistent challenges finding
the child care necessary to sustain employment.*” A national survey found that
86% of parents in rural areas who are not in the workforce said that child care
responsibilities were a reason why. 48

In 2021, 61% of Alaska's population lives in what the Center for American Prog-
ress (CAP) defines as a child care desert. Both high and low-income households
are within child care deserts at similar rates, with 68% and 66% of households
being impacted, respectively. This same report found that during the three-
month study, 77% of parents missed work due to a lack of child care. #°

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

It is critical to highlight and recognize the extensive barriers families face in
accessing early care and education, especially in rural areas of the state. These

45 Center for American Progress. (2018). Child care deserts.
46 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2022). Employment data for child day care services (Series ID: CES6562440001).

47 Malik, R., Hamm, K., Schochet, L., Novoa, C., Workman, S., & Jessen-Howard, S. (2017). Child care deserts: An
analysis of child care centers by ZIP code in 8 states. Center for American Progress.

48 Bipartisan Policy Center. (2021). Rural parents’ access to child care: An analysis.
49 ReadyNation Alaska. (2021). The economic impact of early education in Alaska.
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barriers, including affordability, transportation, and limited availability, contribute
to a significant portion of children being left without essential services that con-
tribute to wellbeing. The concept of “child care deserts” is particularly relevant in
Alaska, where many communities lack sufficient early care and education op-
tions. Addressing these barriers and expanding access to early childhood services
is essential for supporting children’s development, enabling parents to work, and
fostering overall commmunity well-being.

How a Lack of Accessibility Impacts the State Economy

In 2021, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation partnered with The Alaska
Chamber of Commerce on a report highlighting the unique needs of working
parents in Alaska and how a lack of accessible child care impacted the economy
as a whole. A noteworthy finding of the study estimated that Alaska currently has
$165 million of untapped potential from turnover and absences due to a lack of
adequate and available high-quality child care for all parents, regardless of in-
come level.>®

According to AK Untapped Potential: How Impacts Alaska's Workforce Produc-
tivity and the State Economy, parents:

39% | Worked fewer hours to provide care for a child.

14% | Changed jobs, schedule, or switched to remote work for child care needs.

14% | Had to quit their job to provide care for a child.

6% Quit school or switched to online school to care for a child.

50 U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation. (2023). AK untapped potential: How childcare impacts Alaska’s workforce
productivity and the state economy.
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FIGURE 16. Respondents to the 2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey were
asked about their perceptions of how the shortage of ECE options impacted the
state's economy.

Respondents were asked: “There is currently a significant shortage of Early Care
and Education (ECE) options in Alaska. Do you think this shortage creates a neg-
ative impact to the state’'s economy?”

Ficure 16: PercerTIONS AROUND IMPACT TO THE EcoNomy Due 1o A Lack oF ECE
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Source: Public Opinion Survey

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Examining the data on the lack of accessible child care and its impact on the
state economy shows that the issue directly affects workforce productivity and
economic stability. The research shows that parents are reducing work hours,
changing jobs, quitting their jobs and even leaving the state due to lack of care.
The lack of accessible early care and education in Alaska forces 39% of parents to
work fewer hours, 14% to change jobs or switch to remote work, another 14% to
quit their jobs, and 6% to leave or transition to online education. This reduction
in workforce participation leads to substantial economic losses, estimated at
$165 million annually in Alaska. By highlighting the economic implications, poli-
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cymakers and interested parties can better prioritize and invest in expanding
child care services, which in turn will support working parents and boost the
overall economy.

Accessibility and Working Families

A thread report on the economic impact of early care and learning on the
economy in 2023 indicated that 51% of families cannot fully participate in the
labor force due to cost, availability, or quality of ECE services and that 57% of
families with children younger than 13 years of age find it difficult or very diffi-
cult to find care.® The availability, affordability, or quality of child care services
affects families across Alaska; many families report impacts to employment or
the ability to work more hours.

The U.S. Chamber report also found that 74% of working parents missed work
or class in the past three months due to child care issues. A further 62% re-
ported being late to work at least once in the last three months, and 74% said
they had been disrupted at work by child care issues. Over 70% of working
parents said these issues had caused them to be distracted at work.

FIGURe 17: PerceNT OF PARENTS LEAVING EMPLOYMENT CITING CHiLD CARE Issues 2022

MALE FEMALE

Source: Untapped Potential - Chamber Report

FIGURE 17 shows the percentage of parents who reported that they left em-
ployment due to difficulty finding care for their children. Forty-five percent
of female respondents said they had, while 25% of male parents answered in

51 thread Alaska. (2023, October). Role of early care & education in Alaska’s economy.
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the affirmative. These negative impacts on employment did not affect all
children and families in the same way. More low-income respondents were
affected by child care issues at work than the high-income families. The
percentage of parents who experienced employment changes due to a
lack of child care, by income group:

61% Low Income
16% High Income
28% Overall Average

Ficure 18: PARENTS LEAVING, NoOT ACCEPTING, OR CHANGING A JOB IN THE
LAsT 12 MonNTHs Due 1o DirricuLties OsTAINING ECE 2024

B-5 6-12

Source: Public Opinion Survey

FIGURE 18. The 2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey asked Alaska parents,
“During the past 12 months, did you or anyone in your household have to leave a
job, not take a job, or change your job situation because of difficulties with Ear-
ly Care and Education (ECE) for your children, aged 0-12 years?” Affirmative re-
sponses to this question totaled 35% for parents of children birth through 5 and
32% of parents with children aged 6-12.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The information about working families and accessibility highlighted in this as-
sessment is important because it emphasizes the substantial economic impact
that the availability, affordability, and quality of early care and education (ECE)
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services have on families in Alaska. With 51% of families unable to fully participate
in the labor force due to ECE issues, and a significant percentage of parents miss-
ing work or being late due to these challenges, the data underscores a critical
barrier to workforce productivity and economic stability. The disparities in impact
between low-income and high-income families further emphasizes the need for
accessible and affordable care solutions. Addressing these issues during strategic
planning is critical to support families, enhance workforce participation, and im-
prove the state's economy.

Accessibility and Employers

According to 2023 data from thread, employers felt the following impacts:

77% of employers reported absenteeism related to child care issues.
72% of employers reported a loss of productivity related to child care issues.
56% reported turnover related to child care issues.*

Additionally, since January 2020, there has been a total decrease of 148 child care
and education facilities in Alaska. From January 2020 to July 2022, there was a loss
of 99 facilities across Alaska. From 2022 to 2024, there has been an average loss of
33 facilities a year.>

FIGURE 19. The 2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey asked business owners
or supervisors with three or more employees, “How would you say your employ-
ees’ ability to find care during work hours affects the productivity of your busi-
ness?” The responses show a combined 74.5% moderate to significant impact on
productivity.

74%

FIGURE 19: EMPLOYER PERCEPTION OF

EMPLOYEES PRODUCTIVITY AND THEIR
ALty TO OgTAIN ECE

Source: Public Opinion Survey

Negative No impact
impact

52 thread Alaska. (2023, October). Role of early care & education in Alaska’s economy.
53 Alaska Governor’s Task Force on Child Care. (2024). Task force on child care report.
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infrastructure to support both families and overall economic stability.
Culturally Responsive Care

It is important that early care and education programs in Alaska have the re-
sources in order to consistently implement culturally responsive, evidence-in-
formed curricula, child assessments, and teaching strategies for all children. This
is inclusive of children who experience identified or unidentified emotional, cog-
nitive, or physical needs as well as dual language learners.

Making early care and education culturally responsive is crucial for several rea-
sons, particularly for children in diverse and indigenous communities. Studies
show that when children see their culture reflected in their education, it helps
them develop a strong sense of identity and belonging. This recognition of their
cultural background fosters pride and self-esteem, which are essential for healthy
psychological development. Studies have shown that children who are educated
in culturally responsive environments tend to have higher self-esteem and confi-
dence. This positive self-view can lead to better academic and social outcomes.>*

Culturally relevant curricula can make learning more engaging and meaningful
for children. When the content reflects their experiences and backgrounds, chil-
dren are more likely to be interested and motivated to learn. Research indicates
that culturally responsive teaching methods can improve academic pe formance.
Children learn better when the teaching methods and materials are aligned with
their cultural contexts.®

By increasing awareness and understanding of culturally responsive care, Alaska
can better support its children, particularly those in Alaska Native and remote
communities. Incorporating insights from tribal authorities and respecting cul-
tural practices can enhance these efforts, leading to more effective and compre-
hensive interventions.

54 Alaska Public Media. (2024, January 3). State compiles first comprehensive account of Alaska children’s stress and
trauma.

55 Alaska Department of Education & Early Development. (n.d.). Culture in the classroom: Northern Alaska.
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FIGURE 20. Employers with three or more employees were also asked to se-
lect all options that their business offers to help employees navigate finding
care for their children. Responses show that 60% offer flexible schedules, 4%
work from home, 1% offer on-site ECE. Responses also show that 31.9% do
not offer early care and education options for their employees.

Ficure 20: EmMpLoYER ECE OPTIONS FOR EMPLOYEES
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Source: Public Opinion Survey

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

This information illustrates the profound impact that the accessibility of
early care and education has on employers and the broader economy. With
employers reporting absenteeism, loss of productivity, and turnover due to
ECE issues, it is clear that the lack of accessible and affordable care directly
affects business operations and we can assume this results in lower eco-
nomic output. Additionally, the substantial decrease in child care facilities
worsens these challenges, limiting options for working parents and further
straining the workforce. By understanding these impacts, policymakers and
business leaders can prioritize investments in ECE programs and system
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CONCLUSION OBIJECTIVE FOUR:

The availability, affordability, and quality of ECE services in Alaska are critical for
supporting children’s development and enabling parents to participate in the
workforce. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated existing gaps in the state’s
early care and education system, leaving 39% of children under six with unmet
needs for care. This has significant economic implications for Alaska, with an es-
timated $165 million in untapped potential due to workforce turnover and absen-
teeism caused by inadequate child care options. The impact is particularly severe
for low-income families, who face greater challenges in accessing child care ser-
vices. Parents report having had had to reduce work hours, change jobs, or leave
employment to care for their children. This reduction in workforce participation
leads to significant economic losses for the state and highlights the urgent need
for more accessible and affordable child care solutions. Overall, the facts highlight
the critical need for strategies in the early care and education sector to support
working families, employers, and the state's economy.
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OBJIJECTIVE FIVE. Affordability: Alaska families have affordable

early childhood education program options.

Affordability also presents additional problems in accessing quality care. Even
if parents find a care option close to home, it is often unaffordable, especially

in the more rural areas of the state. In Objective Five, the data will detail how
affordability limits access based on what parents are able to pay, how disadvan-
taged and vulnerable populations are most affected, and what we know about
the awareness of ECE subsidies.

Affordability Of Early Care And Education (What Are Parents Paying?)
Regional Differences

Vulnerable And Disadvantaged Populations

Early Care And Education Subsidies

What are Alaskan Parents Paying for Early Care and Education?

Affordability of quality child care is a major issue in Alaska. In 2023, the average
cost for child care accounted anywhere from 15-35% of median annual income,
depending on if it is a single or married household income. According to the
2023 Kids Count Data Book, the average annual national cost of child care for
one child in 2021 was $10,600, which is 10% of a couple's average income and
more than 35% of a single parent’s income=*°

PERCENTAGE OF MONTHLY INCOME GOING TOWARDS ECE

MARRIED COUPLE SINGLE MALE SINGLE FEMALE
2017 12% 23% 34%
2021 17% 26% 38%
2023 15% 20% 35%

56 Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2023). Kids count data dashboard: Alaska.
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In 2021, the average statewide child care costs accounted for 17% of household
income in Alaska.”” For single parents, this percentage is much higher with great
differences by male and female single parents. In single male households, this
cost was 26% of household income and 38% of household income for single
females. In 2023, the average amount paid for care by Alaskan households was
$13,695 for licensed early childhood education services. This accounts for 15% of a
married couple’'s median annual income, 35% of a single female’s median annual
income, and 20% of a single male household’s annual income.>®

The percentage for all families increased in 2021 during the pandemic. For exam-
ple, the percentage of income spent on child care for a single female was 34% in
2017, then went up to 38% during the pandemic (2021), and in 2023 it was 35%.
While it may at face value appear that percentages are stabilizing, in reality, pric-
es are outpacing inflation, and rates are increasing.

The First Children’s Finance Report from 2022 reported that 60% of Alaskan
families surveyed said that child care has some or a large impact on their fam-
ily's budget. Families in this survey shared that these child care costs result in
decreased savings for short- and long-term goals like an emergency fund or
retirement, increased daily stress, and limits to the other activities for families or
extra-curricular activities for children:

Regional Differences

Regionally, the amount parents pay differs significantly. While data does not
exist for all areas of the state, what does exist shows the disparity between rural
and urban areas of the state, especially when it comes to the average amount
paid for services. For example, highest amounts paid and highest percentages of
annual household income are both found in regions of rural Alaska.

The highest amount paid for services is in the Nome Census area, where the
annual average amount accounts for 26% of household income, followed by
Dillingham at 20% and Petersburg at 18%. For comparison, in the more urban
Alaska communities of Anchorage and Sitka, the percentages are 14% and 12%,
respectively.>®

57 First Children’s Finance. (2024). Recommendations to maximize Alaska’s federal funding allocated to child care subsi-
dy.

58 thread Alaska. (2023). The economic impact of early care and learning in Alaska: Report summary

59 thread Data Dashboard — Cost of Services — Comparing Borough and Census Areas
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Understanding the affordability of early care and education is critical as it signifi-
cantly impacts families’' financial stability and their ability to participate in the
workforce. In Alaska, ECE amounts paid by parents take up a substantial portion
of household income, ranging from 15% to 35% depending on the household
type. The financial burden of ECE affects families’ ability to save for the future,
increases daily stress, and limits opportunities for children’s extracurricular activ-
ities. Regional disparities further worsen these challenges, particularly in rural ar-
eas where ECE costs are even higher. Addressing affordability issues is essential
to ensure that Alaska families have access to high-quality ECE, which supports
children’s development and allows parents to provide for their families and to
contribute fully to the economy.

How Affordability Affects Vulnerable and Disadvantaged Populations

Parents of vulnerable and disadvantaged children are disproportionally affect-
ed by affordability challenges. Low and middle-income families report that they
chose their current ECE arrangement for financial reasons, which makes afford-
ability the primary driver of the provider decision by almost 75%. For high-in-
come households, the price comes second at only 41%, behind proximity to
home, work, or school.®® Access to affordable ECE can greatly impact a person’s
ability to earn an income, employers’ ability to retain quality employees and can
impact the child’'s developmental experience. Acquiring affordable ECE is more
difficult to do in rural areas of Alaska.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

This information is important because it highlights the disproportionate impact
of ECE costs on Alaska’s most vulnerable and disadvantaged populations. Low-
and middle-income families are significantly more likely to make ECE decisions
based on affordability, with 75% citing financial reasons as the primary factor. In
contrast, high-income households prioritize proximity to home, work, or school,
with only 41% considering cost as their main concern. This disparity indicates
that high costs increase economic disparities. This limits access to high-quality
care for lower-income families and affects their ability to work and improve their
financial stability. Addressing these affordability issues can help to ensure more

60 U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation. (2023). AK untapped potential: How childcare impacts Alaska’s workforce
productivity and the state economy.
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access to early care and education and support the well-being and development
of all children, regardless of a family's income level.

Early Care and Education Subsidies

There are important programs available to Alaskan parents to help offset the
percentage of income dedicated to early care and education. The Child Care As-
sistance Program (CCAP) and Head Start and Early Head Start (HS/EHS) are two
major programs that provide subsidies to Alaska parents.

Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) - According to a report on maximizing
federal funding in Alaska, to be eligible for child care subsidies, families must
earn less than 85% of Alaska's state median income, $88,464 for a family of four,
and participate in a qualified activity®. Using this income level as a guide, ap-
proximately 33,800 children under age 13 and 13,000 children under age five are
living below 250% of the federal poverty guidelines ($64,816 for a family of four
and have all available parents in the workforce.)

FIGURE 21: AWARENESS OF CHILD CARE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM

ﬂ 6-12
2 -

YES NO NOT SURE

Source: Public Opinion Survey

In order to access the resources provided by and through CCAP. a parent or pro-
vider needs to first be aware of the program. Knowledge of the program is the
first step toward access, so the public opinion survey asked respondents about
their level of awareness. FIGURE 21 - Survey respondents were told that the Alas-
ka Department of Health Child Care Program Office currently offers financial as-
sistance to help families with child care costs, depending on their income. They
were then asked if they were aware that this kind of assistance was available to

61 Alaska Department of Health and Social Services. (2024). Child care assistance program policies and procedures
manual.
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families. Nearly half of respondents were either not aware or not sure, while 5%
reported that they currently used the program.

Head Start and Early Head Start

These are free, federally funded programs designed to promote school readiness
for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers from families that meet income eligibility
requirements. Slots are not full due to the inability to recruit/retain staff. There is
huge enrollment demand in Head Start, but without teachers, they can't serve
more children. Not meeting enrollment goals is what is putting Head Start at risk
of potentially losing federal funds. Since Head Start cannot collect fees from par-
ents or caregivers, they are 100% reliant on state and federal government grant
support.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Understanding what parents are paying for ECE programs and services, and the
decisions they are forced to make based on lack of financial resources is critical
for strategic planning. Ensuring these families are aware of and can access finan-
cial assistance programs like the Child Care Assistance Program, Head Start and
Early Head Start is essential for increasing access while improving school readi-
ness and overall child development, strategic planning should consider increas-
ing awareness and participation in these programs, particularly for low-income
families, to bridge the gap in affordable, quality early care and education services
across the state.

CONCLUSION OBJECTIVE FIVE

The accessibility of early care and education services in Alaska primarily plays
out through challenges with availability and affordability. These challenges dis-
proportionately affect vulnerable and disadvantaged populations. Programs
like Child Care Assistance Program, Head Start, Early Head Start and others play
a crucial role in supporting low-income families, especially in rural or isolated
areas of the state, and there may be ways to increase awareness and access to
these programs. strategic planning must prioritize ways to increase access to
affordable, high-quality child care services, maximize federal funding, and raise
awareness about available assistance programs. By reducing the amount of fam-
ily income spent on early care and education, accessibility to high-quality early
childhood education programs is possible for more Alaska children.
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OBJECTIVE SIX. High Quality: Alaska's children are in high-quality
early childhood education programs.

Access to high-quality early care and education has a lasting positive impact on
children. Educators who are educated and experienced in early childhood are
able to provide more comprehensive and developmentally appropriate edu-
cation for children. High-quality early childhood education involves the educa-
tor(s), families, and students collaborating together to prioritize the needs of
students. The following subject areas are explored in this section:

« Importance and definition of high-quality care
« Three systems currently in place in Alaska to support, assess and identify
high-quality care:
1. Learn & Grow — Alaska's Quality Recognition Improvement System (QRIS)
housed in through thread
2. State Approved High Quality Early Education Program, through
Department of Education and Early Development Alaska Early
Education Programs
3. Federally Approved Early Head Start and Head Start Programs through
the Office of Head Start

Why is High-quality Early Care and Education Important?

High-quality early childhood education helps children thrive early on in life, as
well as into adolescence and adulthood. One study on the long-term benefits of
high-quality early care and education found that at age 21, the adults who had
access to comprehensive early care and education exhibited fewer risky health
behaviors. For example, they were less likely to binge drink alcohol, smoke ciga-
rettes, and use illegal drugs. They also self-reported better physical and mental
health and had a lower number of deaths.®?

Further evidence suggests that high-quality care can be tremendously valuable
for vulnerable and disadvantaged children. A 2021 study published in the jour-
nal, Child Development, followed children from low-, middle-, and high-income

62 Muennig, P., Robertson, D., Johnson, G., Campbell, F., Pungello, E. P., & Neidell, M. (2011). The effect of an early
education program on adult health: The Carolina Abecedarian Project randomized controlled trial. American Journal of
Public Health, 101(3), 512-516.
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backgrounds in various regions around the country who were enrolled in high,
middling, or lower-quality early childhood programs. The results were clear: chil-
dren from low-income, disadvantaged, and vulnerable backgrounds who had
access to two years or more of high-quality early childhood care and education
in their first five years benefited later in life.s

How is Alaska Implementing A System of Supporting and Identifying
High-Quality Early Care and Education Programs?

Alaska has three sets of early childhood standards that are required of three
different types of high-quality early care and education programs. Learn & Grow
has one set of standards embedded in their program, the Department of Edu-
cation and Early Development (DEED) has the Alaska Early Education Program
Standards, and Early Head Start and Head Start follow the Head Start Program
Performance standards. All three standard groups are complimentary with the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) standards for
high-quality care.®* NAEYC posits that high-quality care needs to meet standards
in 10 areas.

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR THE EDUCATION OF YOUNG CHILDREN (NAEYC)
STANDARDS FOR HIGH-QUALITY CARE

Standard 1: Relationships - The
program promotes positive rela-

children and that promotes learning
and development in each of the fol-
lowing areas: social, emotional, physi-
cal, language, and cognitive.

tionships between all children and
adults to encourage each child’s
sense of individual worth and be-

longing as part of a community and  Standard 3: Teaching - The program

to foster each child'’s ability to con- uses a variety of developmentally,
tribute as a responsible community  culturally, and linguistically appropri-
member. ate and effective teaching approach-

es that enhance each child’s learning
and development in the context of
the program’s curriculum goals.

Standard 2: Curriculum - The pro-
gram implements a curriculum
that is consistent with its goals for

63 Bustamante, A. S., Dearing, E., Zachrisson, H. D., & Vandell, D. L. (2022). Adult outcomes of sustained high-quality
early child care and education: Do they vary by family income? Child Development, 93, 502-523.

64 National Association for the Education of Young Children. (n.d.). are you Interested in accreditation?.
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Standard 4: Assessment of Child
Progress - The program uses a va-
riety of formal and informal assess-
ment approaches to provide infor-
mation on children’s learning and
development. These assessments
occur in the context of reciprocal
communications between teachers
and families, and with sensitivity

to the cultural contexts in which
children are developing. The pro-
gram uses assessment results to
inform decisions about the children
in their care, to improve teaching
practices, and to drive program im-
provement.

Standard 5: Health - The program
promotes the nutrition and health
of children and protects children
and staff from illness.

Standard 6: Staff Competencies,
Preparation, and Support - The
program employs and supports a
teaching and administrative staff
that have the qualifications, knowl-
edge, and professional commit-
ment necessary to promote chil-
dren’s learning and development
and to support families’ diverse
needs and interests.

Standard 7: Families - The program
establishes and maintains collabo-
rative relationships with each child’s
family to foster children’s develop-
ment in all settings. These relation-
ships are sensitive to family compo-
sition, language, and culture.

Standard 8: Community Relation-
ships - The program establishes
relationships with and uses the
resources of the children’s commu-
nities to support the achievement of
program goals.

Standard 9: Physical Environ-
ment - The program has a safe and
healthful environment that provides
appropriate and well maintained in-
door and outdoor physical environ-
ments. The environment includes
facilities, equipment, and materials
to facilitate child and staff learning
and development.

Standard 10: Leadership and Man-
agement - The program effectively
implements policies, procedures,
and systems that support stable
staff and strong personnel, fiscal,
and program management so all
children, families, and staff have
high-quality experiences.

There are also resources to assess the quality of care available to parents online, in-

cluding checklists for parents from the Child Care Services Association. &

65 Child Care Services Association. (2023). Child care quality.
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Learn & Grow (L&G): Alaska’s Quality Recognition Improvement System

(QRIS)

Learn and Grow is Alaska's Quality Recognition Improvement System (QRIS).
Nearly every state in the nation has a QRIS. The purpose of a QRIS is to provide a
systemic way to recognize, improve, and communicate the quality of early care
and education programs.

Head Start, school district pre-elementary, and child care programs may opt to
engage Learn & Grow to support their reaching and maintaining high-quality
status. Learn & Grow achieves this through providing coaching, training, incen-
tive-funding. Alaska defines quality child care through the Quality Recognition
and Improvement System (QRIS)/Learn & Grow standards . These standards are
organized in the following categories:

1. Administration & Leadership

2. Early Childhood Educator Qualifications & Professional Development
3. Learning Environment, Adult-Child Interactions & Child Outcomes

4. Family & Community Engagement

Alaska's QRIS/Learn & Grow identifies high-quality early childhood education
programs and helps determine if low-income and vulnerable populations of stu-
dents have access to these programs. In recent years, over 800 early childhood
educators in Alaska have expanded their skill set and knowledge base through
participation in Learn & Grow .

Learn & Grow Framework

Learn & Grow recognizes five levels of quality in early childhood education pro-
grams. Each level consists of four quality domains, each with a unique set of
standards and required activities. The focus of these activities includes positive
teacher-child interactions, proper use of research-based curriculum and child
assessments, increasing teacher education, and creating nurturing learning en-
vironments.®® In 2020, Learn & Grow updated its policies and procedures to bet-
ter support distant participation and ensure programs maintained their Learn &
Grow status throughout the pandemic. Participants were also offered thread’s
free training to support staff professional development throughout the pandem-
ic. Currently, Learn & Grow collects information on the number of eligible pro-

66 thread Alaska. (n.d.). Learn & Grow Home.
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grams participating, their level of achievement, the number of children enrolled

by quality level, the number of children on child care assistance participating by

level of quality, and administrator and teacher demographic information relat-
ed to education and salary. By the end of FY20, 819 early childhood educators
increased their skills through Learn & Grow training (124% increase).?”

This information is helpful in determining whether vulnerable, low-income chil-

dren are in high-quality pro-
grams. Once more programs
are enrolled, Learn & Grow will
become the backbone data
source to identify program
quality across the state and to
identify whether low-income,
vulnerable children have ac-
cess to higher-quality ECE op-
tions. By the end of FY20, 138
licensed child care programs
across Alaska were enrolled

in Learn & Grow. Of those, 85
programs achieved Level T,
while 32 programs achieved
Level 2 (a 100% increase).

FIVE LEVELS OF LEARN & GROW

LEVEL 5
THRIVING IN HIGHER QUALITY

LEVEL 4
GROWING INTO HIGHER QUALITY

LEVEL 3

COMMITTING TO HIGHER QUALITY

LEVEL 2
MOVING INTO HIGHER QUALITY

LEVEL 1
LEARNING ABOUT HIGHER QUALITY

Enrollment in Learn & Grow is open to all State of Alaska and Municipality of

Anchorage licensed centers, licensed group homes, and licensed home pro-

grams. Participation in Learn & Grow is voluntary, and all five levels are not cur-

rently implemented. More investment would be needed to fully implement all

of these levels and ensure that all types of care were included. Due to program

closures, lack of staff, and staff turnover, participation rates have gone up and

down since 2016.

FIGURE 22 shows the 2024 level of achievement of all participating early care
and education programs enrolled in Learn & Grow; Head Start, School District
Pre-Elementary and child care programs. Please note the following break-

down of program types represented at each level:

Enrolled: 18 of 29 Enrolled programs are Pre-Elementary or Head Start (62%)

67 thread Alaska. (2020). 2019-20 Learn & Grow progress report.
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Level 1: 4 of 50 Level 1 programs are Pre-Elementary or Head Start (.08%)
Level 2: 3 of 58 Level 2 programs are Pre-Elementary or Head Start (.05%)
Level 3:1 of 4 Level 3 programs are Pre-Elementary (25%)

FIGURE 22: ENROLLMENT IN LEARN AND GrOW 2024

LEVEL3 |50,

41% LEVEL 2

Source: LEARN & GROW

WHY IS LEARN & GROW QUALITY RECOGNITION AND IMPROVEMENT
SYSTEM (QRIS) IMPORTANT?

The Learn & Grow Quality Recognition and Improvement System (QRIS) provides
a structured framework to enhance the quality of early care and education in
Alaska. By defining clear standards, it ensures that programs are meeting com-
prehensive benchmarks for quality care. Tracking the progress and participa-
tion in Learn & Grow allows decision-makers to assess whether low-income and
vulnerable children have access to high-quality programs. Data collected from
Learn & Grow also informs strategic decisions about resource allocation and pro-
gram support, ensuring that quality improvements are both targeted and effec-
tive. As participation rates have fluctuated due to various challenges, including
the pandemic, consistent investment and support are essential to stabilize and
expand the program. Ultimately, Learn & Grow serves as a tool to identify and
address gaps in early childhood education, guiding efforts to provide equitable
access to quality care for all children in Alaska.
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Head Start Program Performance Standards

Head Start is a federally funded and supported program. Head Start programs
receive five-year federal grants. Their high-quality early care and education
system includes adherence to the Head Start Program Performance Standards
through monitoring at the national level. The program standards outline Pro-
gram Governance (Governing body, policy council, parent committees, and train-
ing), Program Operations (Eligibility, Recruitment, Selection, Enrollment, Atten-
dance, Program Structure, Education & Child Development Program Services,
Health & Mental Health, Family & Community Engagement, Transition Services,
Services to enrolled Pregnant Women, Additional Services for Children with Dis-
abilities, Human Resource Management, and Program Management and Qual-
ity Improvement) , and Financial and Administrative Requirements (Financial
requirements, administrative requirements, Protection for the privacy of child
records, delegation of program operations, facilities, transportation).

Department of Education and Early Development (DEED) High-Quality
Early Care and Education System

In spring of 2022, the Alaska Legislature passed the Alaska Reads Act. Within
that law, DEED was required to create early education program standards for
programs with students four and five years of age. Additionally, it was required
that DEED establish an Early Education Program Grant that provided funds for
districts to meet all of the Alaska Early Education Program standards at the end
of their three-year grant cycle.

The Alaska Early Education Program Standards were adopted by the State Board
of Education and became effective July 1, 2023. Per the statute, the standards
are in alignment with the Head Start Program Performance Standards, Section
1302 Subpart C, and were established to recognize high quality early education
programs in school districts.

The Alaska Early Education Program Standards are applicable to any early ed-
ucation program provided by a school district for children who are four and
five years of age. The purpose of the standards is to provide a framework for
high-quality early education and child development services that promote chil-
dren’'s overall developmental growth needed for later success in school.

There are currently two grant cohorts, the first has seven districts who are re-
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ceiving grant funds and technical assistance from DEED, starting in July 2023
and ending May 2026. The second cohort has two districts who will receive the
financial and technical support starting July 2024 and ending June 2027.

School district early education programs may apply to be approved by DEED as
a “state-approved high quality program.” When a program receives this desig-
nation, they may apply to receive stable and consistent formula funding for their
4 and 5-year old students.

Because Learn & Grow is the most comprehensive support framework for help-
ing programs achieve high-quality status, DEED provides Learn & Grow with
funding for the Head Start and school district pre-elementary grantees. At

the beginning of the 2024-2025 school year, sixteen of nineteen school district
pre-elementary grantees were enrolled in Learn & Grow and three of seventeen
Head Start programs were enrolled.

CONCLUSION OBIJECTIVE SIX

The more children that have access to high-quality early care and education,
the better. Participation gives young students a positive and safe environment
to grow and thrive in. Students who have high-quality early care and education,
especially students in low-income and vulnerable populations, are more likely to
have academic success and have an increased health and well-being as children
and adults. Research highlights the positive impact that quality early care expe-
riences can have on children from disadvantaged backgrounds, emphasizing
the importance of accessible quality care.

In Alaska, there are three systems that serve as a mechanisms for families to
gauge the level of quality of individual programs when looking for care and edu-
cation for their young children. There is documented collaboration amongst the
three systems, however a there is a need for improved collaboration and possible
integration into one system that is easily maneuverable by Alaska’s families and
early care and education professionals.
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OBJECTIVE SEVEN. Transitions: Children and families experi-

ence supportive transitions and continuity of services within and
across early childhood education programs and K-12 settings.

The transition from early childhood programs to K-12 school is a critical phase.
Outcomes are far better when children are supported through these transitions
by caregivers, families, educators, and administrators. Transition supports should
prepare children more thoroughly for kindergarten, thereby increasing kinder-
garten readiness scores across the state. Consistent, high-quality programs and
early interventions are the most successful for positive student outcomes.

Programs in place or planned in the future should aim to ensure a smooth
transition for young children and their families into primary education. This
section explores the following areas related to transitions:

Transitions Supports

Transition Policies and Challenges
Transition Supyport Initiatives
Head Start/Early Head Start

Kindergarten Readiness

In 2023, Alaska Department of Education and Early Development (DEED) led a
group of public and private early care and education professionals to begin the
work of defining kindergarten readiness for use across Alaska's programs. The
work began with review of a 50-state scan. The draft was introduced to a broad-
er audience in the state through a survey. Of the 86 respondents who provided
feedback: 71% were from school district kindergarten programs, 16% were from
school district pre-kindergarten programs, six percent from Head Start pro-
grams, five percent from other early childhood programs, two percent were par-
ents, and one percent were child care programs. The definition was then edited
by the DEED group and the resulting definition will be presented more broadly
across the state for feedback and discussion of the adoption across the public
and private sectors.

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT o



KINDERGARTEN READINESS SCORES 2018-2022:

For the 2018 academic year:

Meeting All Goals: 17.6% in 2017-2018 and 19.1% in 2018-2019
Meeting Most Goals: 12.8% in 2017-2018 and 13.3% in 2018-2019

For the 2022 academic year:

Meeting All Goals: 18.1% in 2021-2022 and 18.9% in 2022-2023
Meeting Most Goals: 12.6% in 2021-2022 and 12.7% in 2022-2023

The Alaska Developmental Profile (ADP) is an observational tool administered
upon school entry at kindergarten or at first grade if a child did not attend kin-
dergarten. Public results only contain data from kindergarten students. First
grade data was made available to districts in their district data files and is avail-
able upon request. Educators determine ratings for each student in 13 goals
within five domains. The ADP covers five domains—or areas—of development
and is comprised of several goal statements that express a specific expectation
of what children should know, understand, and be able to do at kindergarten
entry based upon the Alaska Early Learning Guidelines. A student is marked that
they “consistently met” a goal if they are generally able to demonstrate that skill
or behavior 80% or more of the time.®®

68 Alaska Department of Education & Early Development. (2018, 2022). Statewide assessment results:
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FIGURE 23. shows the locations with the highest and lowest kindergarten read-
iness levels in 2018 and 2022, based on the percentage of children meeting all
goals, by region::

« Highest Readiness: Southeast Region, with a readiness level of 26.9%.
« Lowest Readiness: Southwest Region, with a readiness level of 8.1%.

These figures represent the percentage of children in these regions who met all
kindergarten readiness goals during the 2017-2018 academic year. The same re-
gions represented the highest and lowest kindergarten readiness levels in the
state in 2022, with the Southeast Region having the highest readiness and the
Southwest Region having the lowest readiness in both years:

« Highest Readiness: Southeast Region, with a readiness level of 25.8%.
« Lowest Readiness: Southwest Region, with a readiness level of 9.4%.

Ficure 23: ProPorTION OF CHILDREN IN THESE REGIONS WHO MET ALL KINDER-
GARTEN READINESS GOALS
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These figures represent the percentage of children in these regions who met all
kindergarten readiness goals during the 2022-2023 academic year.

These trends indicate a general stability in the proportion of children meeting

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT 76



most goals, with slight fluctuations. The data for children meeting all goals
shows more variability over the years. The absence of data for 2020-2021 in both
categories suggests potential disruptions or challenges in data collection during
that period, primarily related to the COVID-19 pandemic.®®

What are families saying about kindergarten readiness? Feedback from the
Parent and Provider survey described that some families feel their child(ren) are
ready and prepared for kindergarten because of the increased one-on-one time
at home due to the pandemic, while other families are hesitant with enrolling
their child(ren) in kindergarten. These concerns were primarily attributed to the
social and academic struggles or delays children seem to be presenting that
could be connected to the learning loss from lack of services during the pan-
demic.

Most respondents to the Parent and Provider Survey were eager to re-enroll their
child(ren) in K-12 public school for the multitude of social and academic learning
benefits, especially post-pandemic. Respondents that were hesitant to re-enroll
their children shared concerns that included lack of job availability, lack of child
care availability, and an increased interest in homeschooling rather than sending
children to a K-12 public school.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The collaborative work led by DEED to define kindergarten readiness standards
demonstrates a commitment to creating a consistent and effective framework
for early care and education. The involvement of a diverse group of respondents
supports that the definition is comprehensive and widely accepted. The Alaska
Developmental Profile (ADP) provides valuable data on children’s preparedness
for kindergarten, enabling targeted interventions and improvements. Tracking
kindergarten readiness scores over the years, along with regional disparities,
helps identify areas needing additional support and resources. Many families say
their children are ready to start kindergarten, with others voicing some concerns
since the pandemic. This focus on early preparation is crucial for developing
high-quality programs and early interventions that lead to positive student out-
comes and better educational trajectories for all children in the state.

69_Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2020-2021). Kids count data dashboard: Alaska.
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Transition Supports

Transition supports are especially important for those students who are expe-
riencing developmental delays and disabilities. These supports can empower
students to meet kindergarten readiness standards.

The Alaska Early Intervention/Infant Learning Program is a program for infants
and toddlers with developmental delays or disabilities. It is also known as Part C
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The program identifies
infants and toddlers who meet eligibility criteria for Part C. It gives families sup-
port and resources to help them boost their child’s learning through everyday
activities. Services are voluntary. Early Intervention services happen in the child’s
most natural environment, usually their home.

The Individuals with Disabilities Act Part C is a federal program, and the Depart-
ment of Health, Senior and Disabilities Services oversees it statewide. Fifteen
local early intervention/infant learning programs provide services in their regions
of the state.

Transition planning is mandatory by the age of two for those who are potentially
eligible to receive IDEA Part B 619 services after exiting Part C services. IDEA Part
B Section 619 caters to the educational needs of children aged three through five
years, providing essential early childhood special education services.

Looking at the data from 2017 of the 966 toddlers with developmental delays
and/or disabilities exiting Part C, 58% were found potentially eligible for Part B
preschool services. Significantly, all of these children had timely transition plan-
ning in place. Early Intervention/Infant Learning Program staff notified the ap-
propriate state and local educational agencies of these children’s potential eligi-
bility and conducted necessary transition conferences.

Transition Policies and Challenges

Geographic isolation and a lack of resources can contribute to some of the chal-
lenges of successful transitions. There are transition supports being implement-
ed by the Alaska Department of Education and Early Development (DEED).
Some of these include prioritizing community-based and teacher-training pro-
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grams, along with increasing family engagement.

Kindergarten transition activities and procedures are controlled at the local
school district level. The 2021-2023 Pre-Elementary Grant recipients were re-
quired to outline procedures for transition from the pre-elementary program to
kindergarten. The same requirement was made for 2024-2026 Pre-Elementary
Grant recipients. DEED provided grantees with links to recommended practic-
es from the Head Start Early Childhood Learning & Knowledge Center and the
National Association of the Education of Young Children. Learn & Grow also has
the same transition quality standard linked to NAEYC guidance. Transition to
kindergarten, transition to a different classroom, and to a different program are
all addressed in Learn & Grow.

The challenges to successful transitions in Alaska include geographic isolation,
diverse cultural backgrounds, and limited resources in most regions of the state.
These factors contribute to inconsistencies in transition support across the state.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The Alaska Early Intervention/Infant Learning Program, operating under Part C
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), provides essential ser-
vices and support to infants and toddlers with developmental challenges. By
delivering early intervention services in natural environments and involving fami-
lies in the learning process, the program fosters early development and prepares
children for subsequent educational stages. The mandatory transition planning
by age two for children moving to IDEA Part B 619 services ensures that these
young learners receive the necessary support as they transition to preschool,
highlighting the program’s role in promoting continuity of care and educational
success for children with special needs. This structured transition is vital for opti-
mizing developmental outcomes and educational readiness, ultimately support-
ing better long-term education and life outcomes for these children. Geographic
isolation and a lack of resources can contribute to some of the challenges to
successful transitions, and DEED provides local districts with resources to assist
in developing policies and procedures.

Transition Supports Initiatives Underway

Educational Framework and Training for Transition from Infant Learning Pro-
gram to School District Special Education Services. The Alaska Department of
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Education and Early Development and the Department of Health Infant Learn-
ing Program Office have collaboratively created and implemented training re-
garding federal and state-mandated transition activities. This includes annual
in-person meetings with Part C and Part B coordinators together, requiring new
requirements for 3-year memoranda of agreement between regional Infant
Learning Programs and corresponding school districts, and planning for training
new Part C and Part B coordinators.

« Community-Based Programs: Alaska has initiated commmunity-based transi-
tion programs in remote areas, promoting local culture and parental involve-
ment.

« Teacher Training Programs: The state has invested in professional develop-
ment for pre-K and kindergarten teachers, focusing on transition strategies.

« Parental Engagement: Programs have been implemented statewide to in-
crease parental awareness and engagement in the transition process. Part of
this framework is the “Introduction to Early Childhood Transition from Part C to
Part B" eLearning course. This course offers an invaluable resource for educa-
tors and parents, enabling them to:

Understand the Early Childhood Transition process from Part C to Part B.
Identify the six key elements in transitioning.

Prepare the child and parents for transitioning effectively.

Conduct a thorough and supportive transition process.

Make a referral to the school district in a timely manner.

Implement the transition plan with fidelity.

Ensure the implementation of the IEP (Individualized Education
Program), the IFSP (Individualized Family Service Plan) and associated
services.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

While progress has been made, a continued focus on access to transition
supports across Alaska's rural and urban communities is an ongoing priority.
Strengthening collaborative efforts among partners and investing in target-
ed strategies can further enhance the effectiveness of transition supports for

80
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young Alaskan children, particularly in the face of geographic isolation, cultural
diversity, and resource limitations. The initiatives implemented by the Alaska
Department of Education and Early Development (DEED) as well as Alaska’s
QRIS Learn & Grow, aim to address these challenges through community-based
programs, enhanced teacher training, and increased family engagement. These
measures ensure that children receive consistent and supportive transitions,
which are essential for their academic success and well-being. By prioritizing
educator and parent training, and ensuring a seamless transition between ser-
vices, Alaska can continue to make progress in supporting families in experienc-
ing successful transitions.

Head Start/Early Head Start

High-quality pre-kindergarten programs can improve school readiness, with the
greatest gains accruing to the highest-risk children. Alaska's Head Start pro-
gram serves 100 communities and over 3,000 children aged from birth to five
years old across Alaska. In Figure 22, the ages of the enrollees are detailed, with
5 years and older making up only 1%.

Head Start and the expansion of state-funded programs since the 1990s have
greatly increased access to preschool. However, many children, especially three-
year-olds, continue to be left out, increasing socioeconomic differences in ed-
ucational achievement” There are a total of 171 agencies in the state that offer
HS/EHS services, 11 of which provide home visiting services. The home visiting
services cover a multitude of communities, spanning 10 of the 29 Alaskan bor-
oughs and census areas.”

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

High-quality early childhood programs can offer developmentally appropriate
early education services for income eligible children birth through age five and
their families. . Head Start supports children’s growth and development through
services that are focused on early development, health, and family well-being.
Head Start services are given to students and families at no cost and prioritizes

70 Data from the annual Program Information Report (PIR), administered by the Office of Head Start (OHS), Administra-
tion for Children and Families (ACF), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).

71 Alaska Department of Health. (2022). Alaska MIECHV needs assessment: Executive summary on home visiting.
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serving families that meet the federal low-income guidelines. Head Start ser-
vices are implemented through a multitude of settings including center-based,
home-based, family-based child care, and locally-designed settings that are
dependent upon specific community needs.

CONCLUSION OBJECTIVE SEVEN:

Community-based early care and education programs can help support the
transition process of young students who are entering kindergarten. So-
cial-emotional development, high support and collaboration from the school,
and strong parental involvement are all components that can make the tran-
sition process successful for children. It is essential that all Alaskan students,
regardless of location or background, receive the support they need in order to
meet kindergarten readiness standards. Alaska Early Intervention/Infant Learn-
ing Program, under Part C of the IDEA, plays a vital role in supporting infants
and toddlers with developmental delays, providing necessary services in natu-
ral environments, and facilitating timely transition planning to Part B services.
The focus on collaborative efforts between state departments and local school
districts.
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GOAL TWO
SUMMARY AND CONSIDERATIONS FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING

The aim of Goal Two prioritizes needs associated with accessibility, affordability,
and quality as well as the importance of transitions on the long-term success of
Alaska's children. The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted significant gaps in
the early care system, affecting workforce productivity and exposing disparities,
especially for low-income and rural families. High-quality early care and educa-
tion programs have been shown to benefit children significantly, particularly
those from disadvantaged backgrounds.

The Learn & Grow system is vital for maintaining and improving early childhood
care and education standards across the state. The already existing alignment
between programs such as Learn & Grow, DEED's Early Education Program, and
Head Start on quality standards is not clear to families, educators, or policymak-
ers and should be clarified in order to avoid confusion. Efforts to define kinder-
garten readiness and track related scores underscore the importance of early
preparation for academic success. Transition supports, particularly for children
with developmental delays, are crucial for meeting readiness standards.

Moving forward, strategic planning should consider continuing to prioritize
measures aimed at increasing access to affordable, high-quality ECE, support-
ing professional development for educators, and ensuring seamless transitions
from early care programs to kindergarten. Below are the considerations devel-
oped for Goal Two.

m Continue to prioritize the importance of family partnerships in driving
decisions throughout all aspects of the planning process.

m Learn from and expand the pilot program providing technical assistance
to early childhood programs who are utilizing the Strengthening Families
Framework.

m Assure early childhood programs meet the cultural and language needs of
children and families.

m Continue to increase awareness of and offer technical assistance
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opportunities about early care and education programs across the state to
improve accessibility.

Assess and address barriers to accessibility such as transportation and
physical space, recognizing and understanding “child care deserts” in
Alaska.

Increase the number of early childhood education programs participating
and advancing in Learn & Grow, Alaska’s Quality Recognition and
Improvement System (QRIS).

Continue to increase awareness of evidence informed strategies such as
Pyramid Model to decrease expulsion and suspension, increase teacher
supports, and increase children'’s social emotional development.

Continue to recognize the economic impact that the lack of accessible
early care and learning has on Alaska.

Leverage important partnerships with employers in Alaska to advance
strategies that improve accessibility.

Address affordability challenges by raising awareness about subsidy
programes.

Consider adjustments to eligibility requirements to decrease the amount
of income families spend on care.

Provide more information on and support for transitions between
preschool and kindergarten programs.

Adopt a definition of “kindergarten readiness” to elevate a common
understanding of its importance.
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GOAL THREE:

Alaska Children and Families are Supported by
a Functional, Comprehensive, Mixed delivery

For children and families in Alaska to benefit from high-quality early care and
education, these services must be supported by a functional and comprehen-
sive statewide system that prioritizes engagement. Strategies that elevate the
early childhood system in Alaska include coordinated funding, data integra-
tion and accountability, strengthening the workforce, and coordinated imple-
mentation.

Objective Eight. Elevation of the Early Childhood System:
Alaskans Recognize the Critical Role Early Childhood Plays;
and Advocate to Foster Healthy Families, Early Childhood
Development, and Access to Quality Care and Education.

Objective Eight is focused on elevating the ECE system to foster healthy fam-
ilies and advocate for increased access to quality care and education. One

of the first strategies is to partner with families and communities on system
change. This Objective also highlights the importance of communication and
marketing to reach parents and caregivers throughout the state. Along with
increased engagement through marketing and communication, the aim of
Objective Eight focuses on advocacy and parent organizations to develop a
public policy agenda on early childhood. To assess the needs around these
strategies and actions, this assessment looked at the following topic areas:

Parent Voice
Public Awareness

Parent Voice

As noted in Objective Three, one exciting initiative that is focused on elevating
the system through parent and provider engagement is the Early Childhood
Network (ECN). The ECN was formed to provide a space for service providers to
learn from and support each other’s efforts to elevate early childhood in their
communities, as well as their collective voice to inform statewide action. The
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ECN's purpose is to elevate early childhood in Alaska by supporting a culturally
diverse network of local early childhood coalitions and collaboratives harnessing
their local expertise to foster peer learning, networking, and resource sharing, and
providing training and technical assistance to increase their influence and effec-
tiveness.

Primary activities include:
Provide a centralized hub for local and regional early childhood coalitions and
collaboratives to learn, connect, network, and access resources.
Host regular meetings for representatives of local early childhood coalitions
and collaboratives to network and learn.
Foster shared learning about local, state, and federal impacts on early
childhood policies, projects, and programs.
Elevate collective/united community voice on early childhood priorities among
State and Tribal programs and policymakers.
Create mentorship opportunities for local early childhood leaders.
Increase capacity for targeted advocacy on early childhood priorities at a local
and state level.
Share early childhood resources.

The development of the ECN since the 2019 needs assessment is a collaborative
effort worth celebrating. In moving forward, creating space for supporting this
model, and learning other ways this collective voice can strengthen future plan-
ning and implementation to elevate the system.

Public Awareness

Awareness of the importance of a coordinated system and the benefit of a func-
tioning statewide network needs to be elevated to gain and maintain support
among the general public and decision-makers. Successful early childhood sys-
tems have a core value of caring for children and their families by facilitating
necessary connections to supportive programming and resources such as Early
Intervention, Head Start, public health, and child care.

Objectives One and Five, respectfully, discuss Alaskans' awareness and familiarity
with ACEs, as well as Alaskans' awareness with the state’s Child Care Assistance
Program (CCAP). Awareness and education regarding ACEs is a fundamental step
in ACEs prevention. The more the public is educated on what ACEs are and strate-
gies and programs that are available to support the prevention of them, the more
successful this endeavor will be. Likewise, public awareness regarding CCAP and
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other state-sponsored programs can empower Alaskans with resources for early
childhood support and development. By starting with known topics in need of
increased awareness, planning efforts can learn and develop processes for other
communications and marketing strategies as they are prioritized.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The early childhood system plays a critical role in fostering healthy families and
communities. By advocating for increased access to quality early care and ed-
ucation, as well as increased parental engagement and public awareness, the
strategies seek to create a supportive environment for young children and their
families. The needs in this area center around expanded opportunities for family
involvement in early care and education through supporting successful collabo-
rative efforts like the ECN and using them as a model for other opportunities. By
hearing this collective voice, we can also listen and seek their help in educating
the Alaskan public to be more aware of the importance of quality ECE and ways
to get important messages to Alaskans.

CONCLUSION OBJECTIVE EIGHT

Elevating the early childhood system in Alaska can happen only when Alas-

kans recognize its essential role in fostering healthy families and advocating for
high-quality care and education. Key strategies should be driven by families and
communities to create systemic change, enhance communication and market-
ing, and develop a public policy agenda centered on early childhood. The ECN,
and other advocacy efforts, play a vital role by providing a collaborative space for
community efforts, networking, and resource sharing. Additionally, raising public
awareness about the importance of a coordinated early childhood system is cru-
cial for gaining and maintaining support from the public and decision-makers.
Through these efforts, the objective aims to elevate the early childhood system
and ensure better outcomes for young children and their families in Alaska. They
should consider how to develop and implement communications and market-
ing strategies to increase public awareness about the importance of early child-
hood. Audiences should be identified, and strategies should be developed to
engage each audience with shared messages for a public information campaign
about the importance and impacts of all aspects of early childhood.
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OBJECTIVE NINE. Strategic Funding: Funding for Early Child-
hood Care and Education is Coordinated, Based on Current

Data, and Supports the Goals of this Statewide Plan.

Objective Nine focuses on prioritizing strategic funding for early childhood

care and education. This is accomplished through identifying current funding
streams and allocations, and developing and implementing policies that ensure
funds are maximized towards services for children and families. In FY18, over
80% of Early Childhood Funding in Alaska came from federal funding sources.
Alaska spends less than 1% of its general fund directly on early childhood invest-
ments.

ECE Funding

The strategic direction calls for early childhood funding that is coordinated,
based on current data, and supports the goals of the statewide plan. The first
step is to Identify where the funding is coming from and where it is going. Be-
low is a list of programs, agencies, and .departments that recieve funding and
the estimated amounts in 2023.

Head Start: $70,252,694
PreK Funding: $5.7million
DEED PDG match- $700,000
Federal Child Care Development Fund (CCDF) to state-$16,805,582
State funds for CCDF-$8,468.80
TANF Transfer-$12,200,000
Federal Tribal CCDF-$36,656,745
State Early Education Program Funding: $3,800,000
Home visiting programs
Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHYV)
Program - $1,700,000
Parents as Teachers (PAT) - $807,000
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Part B - $1,400,000
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Part C - $9,270,000
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FIGURE 24 represents the funding streams originating with the federal govern-
ment for ECE throughout the state.

FIGURE 24: EARLY CHILDHOOD FUNDING IN ALASKA
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DIRECTTO
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Source: First Five Years Fund, Early Childhood Environmental Scan

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

It is imperative that funding sources are sustainable. It would be advantageous
to diversify fund streams, since the majority of Early Childhood funding is from
federal sources. Additionally, COVID-19 relief funds have greatly supplemented
Alaska’s Early Childhood budget in recent years, and that is not a permanent
source of funding. For the long term success of Alaska’s Early Childhood system,
a more diverse and sustainable funding model is neccesary.

CONCLUSION OBIJECTIVE NINE

Fund sources should be evaluated to ensure they are incentivizing programs as
effectively as possible. A statewide work group should be created to pursue addi-
tional funding opportunities from federal, private, and philanthropic sources.
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OBJECTIVE TEN. Data Integration and Accountability: Collection
and Use of Reliable Data on Early Childhood is Coordinated, Cen-
tralized, Accessible, and Actionable.

In Alaska, there are ongoing challenges with the collection and utilization of data
on early care and education. This section highlights needs around:

« Data Accessibility
« Integration Across Programs

Data Accessibility

The availability of information on children in unregulated care remains sparse and
fragmented, leaving gaps in understanding the extent and nature of these arrange-
ments. Similarly, data on tribal early care and education and military establishments
can be challenging to obtain and incorporate, complicating efforts to estimate the
overall need for services. Also, data regarding school-age children continues to be
limited in many aspects. Finding comprehensive information on before and af-
ter-school program availability, enrollment, and the associated costs of early care
and education requires access to information that may be difficult for many parents
to acquire. Basic demographic data, including population, race/ethnicity, and family
characteristics, especially at the borough/census area and community level, is also
challenging to discern since age ranges are not standardized or coordinated.

Data Integration Across Programs

The integration of early childhood data from a range of sources using a range of
methodologies, measurements, definitions, standards, and age ranges continues to
be a significant challenge for the entire sector. The diverse data collection methods
and storage systems across different agencies do not allow for the efficient integra-
tion of existing data systems. Initial efforts are underway to establish Early Child-
hood Integrated Data System (ECIDS) in Alaska. Discussions are underway to orga-
nize a team to help self-assess and determine needs in developing a project plan for
this new system. There is great momentum and interest in move this forward.



WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

When data is updated, consistent and reliable, programs can more easily ac-
cess resources and decision makers can be more informed. Effective data sys-
tems are regularly reviewed, updated, and used to guide continuous improve-
ment and inform planning, policy, practice, and operations. This will assist in
aligning and coordinating assessment and screening methods, definitions and
resulting data to track progress on child development and outcomes. Orga-
nizing discussions using the ECIDS model will assist Alaska in moving its data
integration efforts forward.

CONCLUSION OBJECTIVE TEN:

Early childhood data systems should be mapped and analyzed. In doing so, it
should be established how the data system will be created, who will manage
and maintain it, and where it will be housed. Further, it will be important to
identify early childhood data that is being collected and identify opportunities
to link and align existing data, and to develop a strategy to create a unique
child identifier to provide information about young children across services and
programs. The concept of creating a dashboard and benchmark data should
also be explored to inform quality improvement and make data informed de-
cisions, as well as the production of a statewide public report of available early
childhood data in a family-friendly format. Organizing discussions using the
ECIDS model will assist Alaska in moving its data integration efforts forward.
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OBIJECTIVE ELEVEN: Workforce - The Early Childhood Work-
force is Stable, Qualified, Fairly Compensated, Diverse, and

Supported.

The early childhood workforce in Alaska faces significant challenges, especially
following the COVID-19 pandemic, and there is much work to be done to ensure
a stable, qualified, and fairly compensated workforce. The pandemic under-
scored the integral role of early care and education in supporting healthy fam-
ilies and healthy communities. However, issues such as difficulty in hiring and
retaining early childhood educators have led to facility closures and a reduction
in the number of providers, impacting child well-being and access to quality
care. The need for a comprehensive strategy to stabilize and support the early
childhood workforce is clear. To address this need, and to identify priority areas of
focus, Objective Eleven covers:

- The early care and education workforce crisis

- Workforce demographics

- Types of employers

- Licensed ECE providers

- Other workforce positions that support the system
- Wages

- Workforce turnover

The Early Care and Education Workforce Crisis

The disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the critical im-
portance of early care and education in supporting healthy family environments
and the broader economic health of states.

However, the challenges at the heart of the early care and education crisis have
remained the same. Across the nation, early care and education programs con-
tinue to have trouble hiring and keeping early childhood educators, leading to
facility closures and a decrease in the number of providers. Instability in early
care and education arrangements can be detrimental to child wellbeing. Since
January 2020, there has been a decrease of 148 early care and education facilities
in Alaska. From January 2020 to July 2022, there was a loss of 99 facilities across
Alaska. From 2022 to 2024, there has been an average loss of 33 facilities a year.
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Early care and education programs can't afford to pay higher wages to employ-
ees without making parents pay more. Federal, state, and other relief money
has helped some licensed child care programs in Alaska, however the true cost
of care is not being met. However, difficult working conditions, including inad-
equate staffing, negative workplace atmospheres, and insufficient support for
dealing with challenging behaviors in children, lead to educator burnout. Al-
though education, training, and wage initiatives and structures exist in Alaska,
consistent and reliable funding to support the early childhood workforce, partic-
ularly around fair compensation and benefits, and ensuring access to training,
coaching, IECMH consultants, and professional growth opportunities are need-
ed. The Alaska System for Early Education Development, or Alaska SEED, is Alas-
ka's statewide professional development system for early childhood and school-
age professionals. In FY20, nearly 1,200 educators were members of the Alaska
SEED Registry, demonstrating a statewide commitment to professional develop-
ment within the early childhood education sector.

According to findings from the statewide Child Care Focus Groups Report pre-
pared for the Governor's Task Force on Child Care, workforce continues to be a
challenge for those operating child care programs® These 25 focus groups, with
a total of 130 people attending represented 29 different communities across the
state.

2023 Child Care Focus Groups Report

Workforce was consistently described as the most challenging obstacle to
operating a sustainable child care program.

Providers have trouble recruiting and retaining staff at all levels of provider
type, from nonprofit to those that can pay benefits and better compensa-
tion.

Rates paid by families are not sufficient to cover the cost to pay a living
wage, let alone benefits.

There is a lack of desire, respect, and awareness of child care as a profes-
sion.

Need to overstaff to ensure there are enough providers to meet regulations.
Many facilities operate under capacity, while having wait lists due to staffing
shortages.

72 Alaska Governor’s Task Force on Child Care. (2024). Focus groups report.
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Understanding the workforce crisis nationally and locally is important to set the
stage for better articulating the demographics, types of providers in the work-
force, wages and turnover. The challenges in hiring and retaining early childhood
educators persist, and there is a need for a common definition for early child-
hood educators. While initiatives exist to improve care quality, gaps in fair com-
pensation, benefits, and professional growth opportunities remain. Addressing
these issues is essential for stabilizing and supporting Alaska's ECE workforce.

Workforce Demographics:

Before an analysis of ECE needs, it is important to understand who makes up the
workforce through a look at the demographics. It is estimated that in 2023, there
were 6,900 full and part-time jobs directly connected to providing ECE services
in Alaska. This is a decrease from a 2019 analysis, which found there were at least
7,200 full and part-time jobs in the ECE sector.

In 2023, the statewide workforce was estimated to be 93% female, 5% male,
and 1% nonbinary (FIGURE 25). Alaska tracks with national demographic trends
in workforce makeup: the size of the national child care workforce in 2021 was
815,655 people, of which 92% were women and 8% were men.

Ficure 25: GeNDErR OF THE ECE WORKFORCE 2023
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Source: State of Alaska Workforce Profile
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As FIGURE 26 shows, Alaska's ECE workers are a notably diverse group compared
to the national workforce. While the percentage of White workers (63% in Alaska
and 65.5% in the United States as a whole) is similar, the remaining percentages
are distributed more equally in Alaska than in the data for the United States as a
whole.

FiGure 26: RACE/ETHNICITY OF THE ALASKA ECE WorkrForce 2023
white |, ¢
American Indian or Alaska Native | NG 16%
Hispanic or Latino | NG 12%
Asian or Asian American [l 7%
Black of African American - 5%
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander [l 4%
Prefer not to respond [l 5%

Other 0%

Source: State of Alaska Workforce Profile

For example, 16% of ECE workers in Alaska are American Indian or Alaska Native,
while the U.S. percentage is 0.7%. Those identifying as Asian make up 7% of child
care workers in Alaska, while the national figure is 3.87%. Nationally, the percent-
age of workers identifying as Black is considerably greater at almost 16%, while in
Alaska, this figure is 5%.

The location of this workforce is concentrated in the urban areas of Alaska, such as
the Anchorage and Mat-Su regions (FIGURE 27). These two regions account for 63%
of the total ECE workforce in the state. While finding child care workers is a crisis
statewide, the rural regions of Alaska find it significantly more challenging to find
early childhood workers. This is evident when looking at the statewide distribution
of the ECE workforce. As of August 2022, there were 490 state-licensed providers in
Alaska.
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Ficure 27: StateEwiDE LocATioN oF THE ECE W ORKFORCE

Anchorage | 47%
Mat-Su 16%
Interior 15%
Southeast | 12%
Gulf Coast | 8%
Northern 1%
Southwest | 1%

Source: First Children’s Finance Report

Between July 2020 and August 2022, there was a 7% decrease in the number of
licensed providers, a decrease of 36 licensed providers. There are only three li-
censed early care facilities in Western Alaska (Nome, Dillingham, and Kotzebue)
There is only one state-licensed or approved provider in the Denali, Dillingham,
Hoonah-Angoon, NW Arctic, Prince of Wales, SE Fairbanks, and Yakutat Cen-
sus areas. No state-licensed or approved providers exist in the Bristol Bay, North
Slope, or Wrangell Census areas.
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Types of Employers

The types of early care and education facilities where child care workers are
employed differ in methods, quality, status, accessibility, and price. The most
common type of employer in this sector are licensed child care centers, which
employ 52% of the total workforce (Figure 28). This is followed by Head Start and
Early Head Start, which employ 25% of Alaska'’s child care workers. The remaining
types of child care are pre-k, homes or group homes, school or out of schoolpro-
grams, and summer camp programs.”

Ficure 28: Types OF EArLY CARE AND LEARNING ProOVIDERS 2023
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Source: Economic Impact of Early Care and Learning

Total Number of Licensed ECE Providers: The elevated staff turnover rate and
a diminishing early childhood education workforce are being accompanied by
a reduction in the total number of licensed early care and learning providers

73 thread Alaska. (2022). Economic impact of early care and learning in Alaska: Data dashboard.
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across the state (FIGURE 29). Alaska is seeing a reduction in licensed early care
and learning providers across all delivery methods. This includes licensed group
homes, licensed centers, and licensed homes with the greatest decline of 30%
between 2019 and 2023. CCPO data shows the number of new licensed homes is
declining at an accelerated rate since 2019.%

FiIGUrRe 29: NumBER OF OPEN LICENSED EARLY CARE AND LEARNING PROVIDERS

SFY19 SFY20 SFY21 SFY22 SFY23

Source: Economic Child Care Program Office

Other Workforce Positions that Support the System: The U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics has 237 occupation codes listed under the umbrella of Child Care Ser-
vices. However, there is little to no research done on the support staff that are
needed to keep ECE Centers open and operating. Support staff services such as
janitorial, administrative, or cooks are vital to keeping ECE centers running and as
such they should be included in future research on the ECE sector, and the costs
associated with these necessary supports should be incorporated into business
plans as new programs open.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Understanding the demographics of the ECE workforce is important for several
reasons. This demographic information highlights specific needs and challenges
within the workforce, such as the difficulty of finding qualified workers in rural
areas compared to urban regions like Anchorage and Mat-Su, which house 63%

74 State of Alaska, Department of Health, Division of Public Assistance, Child Care Program Office. 2023.
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of the workforce. The diversity of the workforce also suggests a need for culturally
relevant training and support. Additionally, the decline in licensed ECE providers
shown in FIGURE 29 and high staff turnover rates highlight the urgency for better
compensation, working conditions, and professional support. Understanding who
makes up the workforce helps in developing targeted strategies to address these
issues effectively and ensure a stable and qualified ECE workforce in Alaska.

Wages

The median wage in 2022 for child care workers in Alaska was $15.14 per hour, or
just over $29,500 per year if assuming full-time work at 40 hours per week (esti-
mated at 2,080 hours annually). Preschool teachers earn a slightly higher median
wage of $17.09 per hour, or just over $35,000 per year if full-time. The Bureau of
Labor Statistics cited the median preschool teacher salary nationally in 2022 to be
$35,330/year.”

Ficure 30: LivinG WAGE IN ALASKA

Child care workers $1514
Preschool teachers $17.09
Poverty wage $8.17

Minimum wage $10.85
Living wage with O children $17.15

Living wage with 1 child $35.46
Living wage with 2 children $45.56
Living wage with 3 children $60.65

Source: The Bureau of Labor Statistics

Nationwide data shows that ECE worker salaries range between $21,000 - $39,000,
with the average total compensation falling around $28,520 per year as of May
2022 data®. This places the median pay for ECE workers above Alaska's minimum
wage ($10.85 in 2023 and rising to $11.73 in 2024), but this still places them below
the living wage in Alaska, shown in FIGURE 30, for a single adult without children

75 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2022). Preschool teachers.

76 In this chart, child care workers uses the DOLWD's definition: Attend to children at schools, businesses, private house-
holds, and child care institutions. Perform a variety of tasks, such as dressing, feeding, bathing, and overseeing play. Ex-
cludes “Preschool Teachers, Except Special Education” (25-2011) and “Teaching Assistants, Preschool, Elementary, Middle,
and Secondary School, Except Special Education” (25-9042).”
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and far below the living wage for an adult with children.”

Alaska early educators with a bachelor's degree are paid 42.7 percent less than
their colleagues in the K-8 system. The poverty rate for early educators in Alas-
ka is 15.9 percent, mis much higher than for Alaska workers in general (7.3 per-
cent) and 6.2 times as high as for K-8 teachers (2.6 percent).”» Compared to other
sectors, it is evident how far the wage for the ECE sector is lagging in Alaska by
looking at the wage comparison chart for various job types based on data from
the Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development (FIGURE 31). Child
care is toward the bottom, below the average for all industries.”

Ficure 31: 2023 WAGE COMPARISONS

Construction 5?,0‘?@
Seafead Pracassing 55,705
Health Care & Social Assistance %5,642
Government £5,448
Al Industries, Average £5,392
Educational Services $3,577
Mursing & Residential Care $3,365
Personal Care Services £2,997
General Retail 32,927
Gasaline Stations 52,647
chidcare | $2.457
Arts, Entertainment, & Recreation $2.379
Food Services & Drinking Places $2,324

Source: Role of Early Care and Learning in Alaska’'s Economy

77 The Stellar Group (2024). The early childhood education workforce in Alaska.
78 Center for the Study of Child Care Employment. (2020). Early childhood workforce index 2020: Alaska.
79 thread Alaska. (2023). Role of early care and learning in Alaska’s economy.
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Wage data for ECE workers in Alaska is crucial when assessing the needs of the
workforce. In 2022, wages were above the minimum wage, but fall below the liv-
ing wage for a single adult without children in Alaska ($17.15 per hour). This data
highlights the financial struggles faced by ECE workers, who earn considerably
less than what is needed for a sustainable living, especially if they have depen-
dents. The poverty rate for early educators in Alaska (15.9%) is significantly higher
than the general workforce (7.3%) and much higher than K-8 teachers (2.6%). This
wage gap illustrates the undervaluation of the ECE workforce compared to other
sectors, leading to high turnover rates and difficulties in retaining qualified staff.

Understanding these financial realities is essential for developing strategies

to improve compensation, attract and retain a stable workforce, and ensure
that ECE workers are fairly compensated for their critical role in child devel-
opment and education. Programs like the Alaska SEED Retaining Our Out-
standing Teachers (ROOTS) Award, which is a wage award for eligible child care
professionals working in licensed programs in Alaska, can help address these
needs. $7.5 million was added to the FY24 (July 1, 2023 — June 30, 2024) Alaska
State budget to increase wages for child care professionals and stabilize early
care and education in Alaska. Addressing these wage issues is fundamental to
stabilizing the ECE workforce and ensuring high-quality care and education for
children in Alaska.

Workforce Turnover

Low wages are the leading cause of workforce turnover in Alaska. ECE workers
are among the lowest paid workers in the state, and this leads to a statewide
average of 49% staff turnover rate at child care and education centers and pro-
grams. There has also been a 30% overall decline in the number of child care
workers and preschool teachers from 2018 to 2022.

High turnover rates are consistent throughout the sector and hovers between
42% to 55%, with slight regional fluctuations. Preschool teachers and administra-
tors experience turnover rates ranging from 23% to 48% and 21% to 38%, respec-
tively. The Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development (DOLWD)
data emphasizes Alaska's child care workers' notably brief tenure compared to
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similar professions. On average, they remain in their roles for only about 1.66
years within a five-year period.s

The high turnover in early childhood education has major effects on both in-
dividual institutions and the entire field. It disrupts program operations, wors-
ens workplace conditions, and ultimately lowers the quality of education for
children. Additionally, staff turnover is costly for providers due to recruitment,
hiring, and training expenses. Moreover, low wages in this sector have personal
financial implications for educators, leading to poverty rates eight times higher
than K-8 educators and double that of other occupations. The decline in num-
bers and high turnover rate in Alaska's early care and education workforce can
be attributed to a combination of factors: low wages, feeling undervalued in
their profession, lack of benefits like health insurance, and challenging working
conditions. The significance of these interconnected factors was evident in the
2023 Alaska ECE Workforce Survey, and educator interviews (FIGURE 32).

Ficure 32: WHY ECE WORKERS LEFT THEIR JOBS

55%
51% 50%
46%
I I 42%
Mat-Su Rural Fairbanks Juneau Anchorage

Source: ECE Workforce in AK

80 Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development. (2023). Occupational wage rates in Alaska
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Ficure 33: 2023 TurNOVER RATES-HIGHEST TO LOWEST

For a different job with higher pay ||| G
For a different job with better working conditions |GGG 5%
For a different job that offers better health benefits || EGcTGGGG 33%

For a different job with a better schedule/hours || 25%

Source: ECE Workforce in AK

Turnover rates are similar across the state (FIGURE 33). For child care workers, the
highest turnover rate is Mat-Su, at 55%, and the lowest is Anchorage, at 42%. This
data comes from the Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development
using the “child care worker” classification referenced above, which excludes Pre-
school Teachers and Teaching Assistants at the Preschool, Elementary, Middle, and
Secondary School level except Special Education.sr According to the recent report
on the challenges facing Alaska's workforce: wellness, community, professional
development opportunities, and mental health resources are also aspects workers
consider when deciding to stay or leave an ECE job. One of the recommendations
states: “Working conditions encompass the elements people need to succeed; feel
supported, competent, and healthy; and contribute effectively to the organiza-
tion."s2 While improved wages and benefits are needed to address adequate staff-
ing, other supports can affect working conditions, many of which are related to
training opportunities, highlighting the intertwined nature of these needs.

Early childhood programs should have access to IECMH consultants. Infant and
early childhood mental health consultants are highly-trained licensed or license-el-
igible professionals with specialized knowledge in childhood development, the
effects of stress and trauma on families, the importance of attachment for young

81 Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development. (2023). Occupational wage rates in Alaska
82 Stellar Group. (2024) The Early Childhood Education Workforce in Alaska
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children, and the impacts
of adult mental health on From the 2024 Stellar Group report:

The Early Childhood Education Workforce
in Alaska: Challenges and Opportunities

developing children. The
consultant works indirect-
ly by developing relation-
ships with the adults in
young children’s lives to

Recommended strategies to increase work-
force retention include:

build adults’ capacity to « Increase Training on Equity and Inclusion
support children’s healthy (Immediate)

social and emotional devel- « Expand Access to Leadership Develop-
opment. Currently Alaska ment Training (Immediate)

has approximately 5 con- « Expand Access to Wellness Resources
sultants/coaches. Learn (Immediate)

& Grow, Early Education « Expand Access to Infant and Early Child-
Program, and Head Start hood Mental Health Coaching (Long-
standards all require EC Term; High Investment, High Impact)

programs to have access
to IECMH consultant and
coaches.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The rates of workforce turnover in Alaska's ECE sector have a significant impact
on the quality and stability of care. It is crucial to understand the reasons behind
this turnover, so that targeted strategies can be developed to reduce it. High
turnover disrupts program operations, worsens workplace conditions, and low-
ers the quality of education for children. It also incurs costs for providers due to
recruitment, hiring, and training expenses. New research shows that reasons
for high turnover are interconnected, including low wages, feeling undervalued,
lack of benefits, and difficult work environments. Understanding these issues

is essential for developing strategies to improve wages, benefits, and working
conditions, thereby reducing turnover and enhancing the overall quality of early
childhood education in Alaska.
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CONCLUSION OBIJECTIVE ELEVEN

The early childhood workforce in Alaska faces significant challenges, making
the aims of Objective Eleven crucial for ensuring a stable, qualified, and fairly
compensated workforce. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the essential role
of early care and education in supporting healthy family environments as well
as the state's economic health. Persistent issues, however, such as difficulty in
hiring and retaining early childhood educators, have impacted access to quality
care.

The mixed delivery system in Alaska lacks a commmon definition for the early care
and education workforce, which adds to the complexity of addressing these
challenges. Early care and education programs struggle to offer competitive
wages without burdening parents with higher costs. Low wages, difficult work-
ing conditions and inadequate support contribute to high turnover rates and
educator burnout. In conclusion, addressing the diverse needs of all workers in-
volved in early care and education, from educators to support staff, and ensuring
their well-being, is a path toward stabilizing and supporting Alaska's ECE work-
force.
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OBJECTIVE TWELVE. Coordinated Plan Implementation: An
Aligned and Coordinated Process is Used to Implement this
Strategic Plan, Resulting in a Permanent and Improved Early
Childhood System for Alaska.

The 2024 Update: A Needs Assessment of Alaska's System of Early Care and
Education is a milestone accomplishment. After the 2019 assessment, the Ear-
ly Childhood Alaska: A Strategic Direction for 2020-2025 was completed in the
height of the pandemic, with community engagement efforts abbreviated due
to school closures and shutdowns. The early childhood sector was soon after in
crisis, while also providing important care during a time of major upheaval. Co-
ordination and mplementation of the newly completed strategic plan could not
be prioritized. However, the Joint Task Force (JTF) and the Alaska Early Childhood
Coordinating Council (AECCC) have continued to work to improve the system de-
spite the multitude of challenges and changes. The following are descriptions of
the JTF and AECCC and their roles in the needs assessment and strategic direc-
tion:
Joint Task Force (JTF): The State of Alaska received two competitive Pre-
school Development grants from the Administration for Children and
Families. The first grant was in 2019 and funded a needs assessment and
strategic plan. The JTF has been consulted in an advisory capacity for the
Needs Assessment phase of the PDG renewal grant. In 2024, the JTF will
complete its final task in reviewing and providing feedback on the 2024
Nneeds assessment before phasing out and passing strategic planning
activities to a new process under the AECCC. For a full list of JTF members
see Appendix D.

Alaska Early Childhood Coordinating Council (AECCC): The Alaska Early
Childhood Coordinating Council (AECCC) was created in 2010 to facilitate
the integration and alignment of services, planning efforts, resources,
policy development, and funding between the health, mental health,
education, family support, public, and private systems. The AECCC fulfills
the federal requirement for a Head Start advisory council; required advi-
sory body for Maternal, Infant, Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHYV),
Preschool Development Grant Birth-Five Renewal, and Child Care Devel-
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opment Block Grant program. Co-chaired by the commissioners of the
Department of Education and Early Development and the Department

of Health and meets quarterly. In 2023, the AECCC adopted a Charter that
established committees assigned Objectives found in the strategic direc-
tion. These committees will convene in 2024 to consider the findings of
the 2024 needs assessment, update the strategic direction and develop
implementation plans to launch in early 2025. As Alaska approaches the
updating of the strategic direction initiatives and organizations are work-
ing on better coordination within the system, and a more robust emphasis
on implementation can now be possible.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

An alignhed and coordinated process is being developed to implement strategic
planning initiatives, ideally resulting in a permanent and improved early child-
hood system for Alaska. The AECCC has strengthened its roles and responsibil-
ities. A Charter was adopted outlining terms and establishing committees in
alignment with the Goals in the strategic direction. As the needs assessment
approaches its final phase of completion, the JTF will sunset. In moving forward,
the AECCC committees will invite important voices to serve and take ownership

of strategic plan implementation for the next five years through annual work
planning.
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CONCLUSION OBIJECTIVE TWELVE:

This section highlights the significance of a coordinated plan implementation in
establishing a permanent and improved early childhood system in Alaska. The
Early Childhood Alaska: A Strategic Direction for 2020-2025 was the first state-
wide plan and was developed during the COVID-19 pandemic, a time of crisis
and upheaval. Despite the challenges, the plan served as an important frame-
work for developing additional needs assessments, strategic plans, studies, pro-
grams, and initiatives related to early childhood care and education. As Alaska
moves towards updating the Early Childhood Alaska: A Strategic Direction for
2020-2025, the emphasis is on better coordination within the system, facilitated
by initiatives like the Preschool Development Grant (PDG) and the Alaska Early
Childhood Coordinating Council (AECCC). The AECCC plays a vital role in inte-
grating services, resources, and policies across various sectors, ensuring a com-
prehensive approach to early childhood education. By adopting a coordinated
process, implementing strategic planning activities can truly result in a sustain-
able and enhanced early childhood system. The AECCC's strengthened roles,
responsibilities, and established committees are central to this effort, ensuring
that important voices are included in the planning and implementation process
for the next five years.
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GOAL THREE
SUMMARY AND CONSIDERATIONS FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING

The needs highlighted in Goal Three focus on prioritizing the well-being of Alas-
ka's children and families by elevating the early childhood system, stabilizing and
supporting the workforce, and implementing coordinated strategic planning.
The COVID-19 pandemic affected ECE services in Alaska, revealing persistent
challenges such as workforce instability, low wages, and facility closures. Ef-
forts to address these issues include partnering with families, enhancing public
awareness, and developing comprehensive strategies for fair compensation and
professional support. The Early Childhood Alaska: A Strategic Direction for 2020-
2025 provided a valuable framework for various initiatives and funding distribu-
tion. These efforts are fundamental in fostering healthy family environments,
advocating for high-quality care and education, and ultimately securing a better
future for Alaska's youngest residents.

Goal Three Considerations:

m Bolster local partnerships with families and communities to advocate for in-
creased access to high-quality care and education, and system change.

m Establish a work group of key partners to agree on common terminology for
use in describing the early care and education system in Alaska in moving
forward.

s Develop and implement targeted public awareness communications plans
to elevate the system, considering specific emphasis on understanding ACEs
and availability of Child Care Assistance Program support.

m Consider convening a statewide work group tasked with diversify funding
opportunities which are currently mostly federal.

m Establish long-, mid- and short-term strategies for data integration and ac-
countability using the ECIDS model to move data integration efforts forward.

m Expand access to wellness resources, mental health consultation and coach-
ing, and leadership development training.

m Increase recruitment, retention and professional development opportunities
for early childhood professionals.

m |dentify policies and programs to improve wages, compensation and bene-
fits for early childhood professionals.
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What's Next?

In Fall 2024 the update to the Strategic Direction will commence un-
der the direction of several Alasla Early Childhood Coordinating Council
Committee’s. The Needs Assessment considerations will be used as a
starting point for that work.
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APPENDIX A:

UPDATED RESEARCH & REPORTS

This document provides a list of noteworthy research and reports conducted
since the 2019 needs assessment with summary findings.

m Alaska Early Childhood Environmental Scan & Baseline Report on the
Condition of Young Children (2020, All Alaska Pediatric Partnership): The All
Alaska Pediatric Partnership (A2P2) initiated a report to identify and prioritize
the needs of Alaskans with an aim to facilitate coordination, alignment,
integration of services, and to provide resources for a healthier early childhood
system.

s Early Childhood Alaska: A Strategic Direction for 2020-2025 (2020, Early
Childhood Alaska Joint Task Force Leadership Team): This strategic plan
outlines action steps to help young children and their families in Alaska by
2025. The plan prioritizes equitable access to resources, quality affordable
care, and educational opportunities for children from prenatal through age
8, and their families across all Alaska communities. The plan specifically
addresses the obstacles faced by vulnerable and underprivileged children,
with emphasis on those living in remote, isolated communities, and aims to
mitigate challenges at both state and community levels.

s AK Untapped Potential: How Childcare Impacts Alaska's Workforce
Productivity and the State Economy: (2023, U.S. Chamber of Commerce
Foundation) The U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation partnered with
the Alaska Chamber of Commerce on this report to better understand the
unique needs of working parents in Alaska and examine the current child
care landscape. Since the height of the pandemic, Alaska's unemployment
rate has slowly started to return to pre-pandemic levels, falling by more than
five percentage points since April 2020. This report estimates how often
parents miss work or educational opportunities because of insufficient child
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care. The report estimates that Alaska loses $165 million annually due to child
care breakdowns. The results highlight the challenges facing families with
young children and clearly show the need for flexible access to high-quality,
affordable child care. Key Findings:

m  An estimated $13 million is lost annually in tax revenue due to child care
issues.

m  Approximately seven percent of parents voluntarily left a job due to child
care issues.

m Forty percent of respondents reported that they or someone in their
household has left a job, not taken a job, or greatly changed jobs
because of problems with child care in the last 12 months.

m Fifty-eight percent of parents who voluntarily leave their jobs do so when
their child(ren) is two years old or younger, indicating that child care for
infants and toddlers is the greatest need.

m Alaska Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting Program
Needs Assessment (2020, State of Alaska Department of Health and Social
Services): This needs assessment provides information for the State of Alaska's
Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV) program,
managed by the Department of Health (previously the Department of
Health and Social Services). The program aims to prevent child abuse and
neglect, support positive parenting, improve maternal and child health, and
promote child development and school readiness through home visiting.
The needs assessment identifies communities with levels of risk by using
indicators related to adverse perinatal outcomes, child maltreatment, crime,
socioeconomic status, substance use disorder, and child health outcomes.
Key Findings: At-risk communities identified include Bethel Census Area,
Kusilvak Census Area, Nome Census Area, North Slope Borough, Northwest
Arctic Borough, Anchorage Municipality, and Mat-Su Borough; Additional
emphasis was placed on the Y-K Delta and Northwest Regions.

m The Governor's Task Force on Child Care 2023 Preliminary
Recommendations (2023, The Governor's Task Force on Child Care): Per the
State of Alaska Administrative Order AO 346, a Task Force was assembled to
address the emergent child care crisis in the state. In December 2023, the
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Task Force put forth 33 recommendations focusing on the topic areas of
background checks, licensing, workforce, employer-based programs, and
tribal authority. These recommendations were developed through Task Force
Members listening to experts in the early care and education field, engaging
in a robust public comment process, and participating in many Task Force
meeting discussions. A second set of recommendations will be completed in
2024,

m Child Care Focus Groups FINAL REPORT: (2024, The Governor’s Task Force
on Child Care) To help inform the Governor’s Task Force on Child Care
recommendations, several studies were commissioned to better understand
the child care issues facing Alaskans, as well as to identify specific solutions
to improve the situation. As part of that effort, the State of Alaska contracted
with Agnew Beck to conduct 25 focus groups during the fall of 2023 with
child care providers, families, and employers across Alaska, to gather their
ideas on how to improve child care in Alaska. This report summarizes key
findings and recommendations from the focus group effort. Key Findings:

m The current child care system is financially unsustainable. Rates are
not sufficient to cover the cost of operating child care and providing
adequate staff compensation, resulting in a lack of child care options
and an inability to open new facilities.

m Recruitment and retention of the child care workforce is the single
biggest obstacle to operating a child care system. Career trajectories
are not apparent, training is not easily incorporated into the workflow,
illness is common, pay is typically low, and full benefits are not typical.

m Social, emotional, behavioral, and financial/leconomic issues are more
common now, possibly because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The added
stresses of these higher-needs children, along with a lack of training
or support, were identified as factors that are increasing staff burnout
and turnover. Additionally, child care scarcity and lack of mental health
support and training for staff, means that private providers can—and
often must—say “no” to higher needs and more vulnerable children.
This ends up placing a burden on programs like Head Start that cannot
turn children away and are experiencing a much higher ratio of these
higher-needs children.
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m  Quality child care means very different things to different people and
in different commmunities, but many times the realities of community
infrastructure, staffing, and resources and the desired child care
solutions did not align nicely into one of the licensure options.

m The licensing process was reported to be slow, confusing, inflexible, and
very time consuming, with providers facing difficulties in navigating
varying interpretations of regulations by different licensing officials.

m Challenges within the child care industry have been a concern for many
years. It is only recently there has been shared attention to these issues
and their impacts on families, providers, and communities.

» Recommendations To Maximize Alaska's Federal Funding Allocated To
Child Care Subsidy (First Children’s Finance 2022): The Child Care Assistance
Program (CCAP) provides financial assistance for low-income families
needing access to child care in Alaska. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
intensified existing challenges within the child care system, prompting a
strategic report by First Children’s Finance (FCF). The FCF report outlines
four interconnected strategic goals to stabilize current child care businesses
and ensure equitable access to high-quality child care. The methodology
involved engaging stakeholders, reviewing documents, analyzing data, and
conducting focus groups and surveys. Key Findings:

m  As of August 2022, around 2,900 children (representing 2,000 families)
are enrolled, but approximately 33,800 children are potentially eligible.

m High child care costs in Alaska deter families; cost is the second most
significant factor after safety in decision-making.

m  National analysis indicates a median household could spend about 14%
of income on center-based care, while Alaska reports average child care
costs accounting for 17% of household income.

m Early Care and Learning Economic Impact Report 2020 (2020, thread): This
report describes how investment in early childhood education is not only
essential now but also holds long-term significance for Alaska's families,
businesses, and the economy.
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m 2023 Role of Early Care & Education in Alaska’s Economy (2023, thread):
This report underscores the importance of early care and education services

to Alaska’'s economy, workforce, and the greater community as quality,
availability, or cost of ECE services impacts family members’ ability to be
employed or work more hours. Key Findings:

m Fifty-one percent of families cannot fully participate in the labor force
due to cost, availability, or quality of ECE services.

m Fifty-seven percent of families with children younger than 13 years of age
find it difficult or very difficult to find care.

m Employers are facing significant child care related challenges such as:
77% absenteeism related to child care issues, 72% loss of productivity
related to child care issues, and 56% turnover related to child care issues.

m Cost of child care in Alaska averages 15% of household income each year
for families with children.

m Financial assistance from an employer or the government helps pay for
ECE services for 23% of children.

m Child Care Market Rate Study (2024, ISER): The Market Rate Study collects
current provider prices for child care and qualitative information to evaluate
states' child care assistance subsidy rates and to better understand states'
child care markets. The primary purpose of conducting a market price survey
is to help ensure that state rates for child care assistance are high enough so
families receiving child care assistance have equal access to affordable child
care as families who do not receive child care assistance. The 2023 Alaska
Child Care Market Price Survey Report will be finalized in June 2024 and will
be included in Alaska's CCDF Plan for Federal Fiscal Year (FFY) 2025-2027 and
used to revise Alaska's Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) state subsidy
rates (state rates).

m Early Childhood Education Workforce in Alaska (2023, Stellar Group): This was
an update to the 2019 workforce study conducted by Johns Hopkins University.

In this presentation, geographical regions, levels of care, and age ranges were
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examined to quantify workforce shortages; and barriers/key challenges in
the recruitment and retention of the ECE workforce were identified. The
study surveyed 699 early childhood educators throughout Alaska and dived
into the motivation, commitment, and perceptions of the existing child care
workforce. Instructor and teacher qualifications, access to training, and other
relevant factors influencing recruitment and retention were also analyzed.
Key Findings:

m One hundred percent said they enjoy being early childhood educators.

» Nearly 2/3 intend to stay in the field, with another 28% considering it.
Only 7% plan to move on from the field. Yet the workforce is steadily
declining with a 49% turnover rate and a 30% overall decline.

m Between 2019 and 2023, there was a 19% decrease in licensed facilities
and a 30% decrease in licensed homes.

m Alaska is losing ~$152 million from the economy due to child care
shortages.

m Cost of Child Care Study (2024, McKinley Research Group): The purpose of
this study is to develop a cost model to estimate the cost of providing child

care under multiple scenarios, accounting for variables such as region within
the state, age ranges of children in care, time of year (e.g., summer, school
year, holidays), licensing types (e.g., family child care homes, group homes
and centers), care delivery at various quality measures, inflation, population
growth, business growth, and costs of compensation and benefits to child
care employees.

m 2024 Parent and Provider Survey (2024, Denali Daniels + Associates): A
guestionnaire was designed using PDG guidance to gather feedback from

parents and providers about post-pandemic topics. The questionnaire
included a series of open-ended questions. A convenience sample was used
by distributing the questionnaire to the Early Childhood Network and the
Joint Task Force. The format was primarily online, with paper submissions
accepted upon request. There were 423 responses, 345 of which were
parents. It was designed and implemented to provide a platform for parents,

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT



providers, and community members to share their thoughts and concerns
regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic across Alaska. Open ended
responses were analyzed using a thematic analysis approach which identified
key themes and supporting quotes are included in relevant sections of the
2024 needs assessment. A summary can be found in Appendix B.

m 2024 Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey (2024, Alaska Survey Research):
The 2024 Statewide Early Childhood Public Opinion Survey surveyed Alaskans
about a range of early childhood topics. The survey collected responses from

a representative sample using an online form. This approach ensures that the
demographics of the respondents accurately reflect the population of Alaska,
providing a reliable and valid understanding of public opinion of Alaskans
statewide. The survey received responses from a diverse group of Alaskan
adults, including 535 parents. Among these parents, 381 had children aged
from birth through 12 years. Using the rural and urban definitions defined by
the Preschool Development Grant (PDG), there were both rural and urban
responses. There was significant representation of responses from rural
Alaska, with 243 responses from rural Alaska and 1,457 from urban Alaska. The
results of this survey are cited throughout the 2024 needs assessment, and a
data sheet with cited results can be found in Appendix C.
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APPENDIX B: POST-PANDEMIC

PARENT AND PROVIDER SURVEY
REPORT

Prepared by
Denali Daniels + Associates
June 2024

Background

This report summarizes the input from a 2024 questionnaire shared with parents,
providers, and community members in Alaska to help inform the 2024 Update:
Needs Assessment Of Alaska’s System Of Early Care And Education. This work

was funded by the Preschool Development Project - Birth through Five (PDG B-5)
grant number 90TPO103. The purpose of this project was to help understand the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on young children across Alaska, a requirement
of the PDG funding. The updated needs assessment will inform an updated state-
wide strategic planning process in 2024.

Methodology

A questionnaire was designed using PDG guidance to gather feedback from
parents and providers about post-pandemic topics. The questionnaire included

a series of open and closed-ended questions. A convenience sample was used by
distributing the questionnaire to the Early Childhood Network and the Joint Task
Force. The format was primarily online, with paper submissions accepted upon re-
guest. There were 423 responses, 345 of which were parents. It was designed and
implemented to provide a platform for parents, providers, and community mem-
bers to share their thoughts and concerns regarding the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic across Alaska. Open ended responses were analyzed using a thematic
analysis approach which identified key themes and supporting quotes are includ-
ed in relevant sections of the 2024 needs assessment. The questionnaire was open
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from January 15, through February 26, 2024. Two drawings were held, each for
one $300 gift card, to incentivize participation.

Findings

This report is organized into two sections based around the questions asked
in the questionnaire and is further arranged (where applicable) around the
themes that emerged during the qualitative data analysis.

This document provides a summary of the results of this work. Sample quotes
from respondents are provided to illustrate the voices that informed the emerg-
ing themes. In general, quotes were not edited for grammar or punctuation, yet
some were edited for readability.

The input received from families and providers from this questionnaire will
be incorporated into the 2024 Update: Needs Assessment of Alaska's System
Of Early Care And Education, which will inform an update to a new five-year
strategic direction for Alaska. This important work will serve as a foundation
for parents and families to work with policymakers, educators, and commu-
nity stakeholders to address the needs of Alaska's children and families in the
post-pandemic landscape.
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Statewide Representation

Of the 423 responses received, participants represented 55 cities, towns, and vil-
lages across Alaska. Of the responses, 345 identified as parents or caregivers, 49
identified as providers, and 35 responses identified as both.

Community Name # Responses Community Name

R # Responses
Akhiok 1 Cont'd
Alaska (General) 3 Metlakatla 1
Anchorage 27 Moose Pass 3
Arctic Village 2 Nenana 10
Beaver 1 Nikiski 2
Bethel 1 Noatak 1
Dillingham 1 Nome 29
Douglas 2 North Pole 3
Eagle River 4 Northway 3
Elim 2 Nulato 1
Fairbanks 46 Old Harbor 2
Fort Yukon 1 Palmer 2
Fritz Creek 1 Salcha 1
Galena 1 Savoonga 1
Girdwood 18 Seward 60
Glennallen 1 Sitka 4
Healy 1 Soldotna 52
Holy Cross 3 Sterling 7
Homer 15 Talkeetna 1
Huslia 3 Tanana 1
Juneau 10 Tazlina 1
Kaltag 2 Tetlin 1
Kasilof 1 Togiak 3
Kenai 28 Tok 4
Kodiak 25 Unalakleet 1
Kotzebue 3 Venetie 1
Koyuk 2 Wasilla 3
Manley T Wrangell 14
Manokotak 2
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Section 1: Overall Impact of COVID-19 on Young Children

“How do you feel COVID-19 has impacted young children in your community?”

When asked how COVID-19 has impacted young children in their commmunities,
respondents provided robust descriptions of their experiences and what they have
observed in their communities since the pandemic.

Seven main themes emerged from this question:

« Educational and Learning Challenges
« Social and Emotional Development

+ Health and Well-being

« Community and Family Dynamics

« Technology Dependence

+ Mental Health

« Access to Services and Resources

Educational and Learning Challenges

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on children's education. Parents and
providers highlighted learning gaps and challenges keeping up with education-

al requirements. Respondents shared their perceptions that students have fallen
behind due to missed school days and disruptions to their learning routines, which
affects their ability to excel in school.

« "My 10-year-old daughter is very behind in school and really struggles with both
reading and math."

« “We've seen an increase in kids who have speech issues, educationally behind,
as well as their social skills.”

« “Educational benchmarks are not being met at prior levels; educational staff are
becoming burnt out in trying to make up the lag without adequate supports...”

« "l think many of my children are scoring under their age-appropriate bench-
marks for their grade level assessments. Several of their teachers have reached
out to give us additional resources at home to help them catch up.”

« "The gap in educational outcomes between different socioeconomic groups has
widened."
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Social and Emotional Development

The pandemic had a noticeable impact on social and emotional development,
with respondents observing separation anxiety as well as decreased social inter-
action among their younger children. Respondents expressed concerns that the
pandemic has deprived their children of valuable social learning opportunities,
hindering their overall development.

« "They are not as social and unsure of others not in the household."

« ‘I feel that it has taken away a lot of social development for children that are
younger and not yet school age. It has also taken away a lot of learning op-
portunities for all kids and has affected a lot of social and emotional develop-
ment.”

« “I think the pandemic has affected children by limiting their social emotional
development. They did not have access to peers and the stress parents had
and still have affects kids. | have seen children who have few skills to recover
from setbacks and are less resilient.”

« “The pandemic changed our children and families. Less parent engagement,
higher Social and Emotional needs in children, and as a result, more SPED
Aides are needed for safety in classrooms with less parent support, the teach-
er stress is very high, causing turnover.”

Health and Well-Being

The questionnaire received responses suggesting that COVID-19 negatively af-
fected the physical health and well-being of many Alaskan children, impeding
their development and physical immunity. Respondents expressed that children
spend less time playing outside, have weaker immune systems that cause dis-
ruptive closures in both child care centers and schools (especially during cold
and flu season), and a heightened awareness of germs.

« "They haven't been exposed to different illnesses, so they have a weakened

immunity."
« "They are more aware of germs than children were prior to Covid 19."
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« "Young children aren't as socialized outside of the daycare/school setting,
and flu and RSV seasons in the years since COVID have been brutal."

« “Kids got used to playing games indoors instead of running around out.”

« “Covid-19 has had negative impact on the physical and mental health of
many children in the community.”

« “..From learning loss, social learning delays, to negative physical outcomes
like obesity.”

Community and Family Dynamics

There were responses that suggested that the pandemic reshaped family and
community dynamics, with both positive and negative outcomes. Some fami-
lies reported that they benefited from increased time together and heightened
awareness of health practices, others experienced financial hardship and in-
creased stress.

« “General loss of what community used to be, lack of basic social norms when
entering kindergarten. Depending on your family some kids are more hyper
vigilant about sickness. Lots of families lost touch with friends which greatly
impacted our children and parents in a negative way, isolating is never good
when you have parents or care givers home all day with children.”

« "Them not being able to get out of the house more ... we don't bring them to
the grocery store anymore or in public places."

« “Financial burden, homelessness, job loss, any way that a grownup was im-
pacted, a youth was impacted. And likely more because children don't have
the coping skills to deal with it like adults do.”

« “More time with families...”

« “The financial strain of parents that had to leave the work force to care for
their preschool and school age children due to school closures...In our com-
munity, many families have had a slow return to their pre-COVID lifestyle.

In some cases, it does not make financial sense for both parents to resume
work when quality child care is scarce.”

+ “It has changed community events and resources available.”

Technology Dependence

Parents, providers, and community members shared concern about the in-
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creased reliance on technology in Alaska children. This increased dependence
has been associated with mental health issues, impaired communication skills,
and a concern about addiction to social media and screens.

« "Major impact to mental health, impaired development of communication
skills, and addiction to social media and screens."

« "More technology oriented, less patient, less social."

« “Schools have removed almost all textbooks and converted learning through
iPads after years of promoting the fact of how tv and screen time changes
the way children's brain's function.”

« ‘I think that more children are exposed to tablets/phones/screen time too
much because parents had to rely on it to get work done or take a break. The
habit has been hard to break.”

« “I noticed in other children that stayed home and were subjected to social
media their mental health went down the drain. They are anxious, depressed,
suicidal and a lot of them are confused. They're too young for all these is-
sues.”

Mental Health

Mental health among Alaskan children has been significantly impacted by the
pandemic, with emotional distress and behavioral issues becoming more prom-
inent. Many children are experiencing heightened anxiety and stress levels, as
well as increased feelings of isolation, loneliness, and depression. Respondents
noted that the lack of social interaction has led to a noticeable increase in be-
havioral problems and issues leading to long-term consequences on youth
mental health.

« "Kids are more anxious and have high levels of stress."

« "Noticed an increase in loneliness and depression among children."

« "There's a noticeable uptick in behavioral issues stemming from isolation."

« “It's created unprecedented levels of mental illness that is impacting youth...”

« “The pandemic may have worsened children's mental health or exacerbated
existing mental health issues among children.”

« “Covid has impacted the children by creating deep rooted psychological con-
ditions that are perpetuated by the ongoing practices of the school system.
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Stress, anxiety, social anxiety, eating disorders, and higher rates of abuse.

Access to Services and Resources

COVID-19 both exposed and worsened disparities in the accessibility of resourc-
es, services, and child care in Alaska. Respondents reported increased difficul-
ties in finding child care, particularly in rural areas or for children with special
needs. Program closures stemming from staff turnover, funding shortages, and
limited resources have had a significant impact on communities across Alaska.

« "Remote learning has not been accessible to all students equally."

« "The digital divide has become more apparent, affecting low-income families
the most."

« "Students without reliable internet or devices are falling behind."

« "Efforts to provide devices and internet access have been uneven and some-
times insufficient."

« ‘| feel that COVID-19 has impacted the children in our community by limiting
the resources that we once had as well as the child care services and learning
services as some businesses have limited hours due to staffing or completely
closed... Ultimately, our community is trying to get back to the same way of
life before COVID, but | don't think it will ever be the same for our kids.”

« “We do not have nearly enough child care providers and no providers who
are able to care for children with special needs.”

In summary, the multifaceted impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children in
various communities was expressed through detailed firsthand accounts that
identified challenges such as educational hurdles, dependence on technology,
emotional and mental health difficulties, and more.

Section 2: Impact on Social Challenges, Early Childhood Edu-
cation, Kindergarten Readiness

“Have you observed an increase in social, emotional, and/or behavioral chal-
lenges among children, possibly due to the COVID-19 pandemic?”

When asked if respondents observed an increase in social, emotional, and
behavioral difficulties among children after the COVID-19 pandemic, 86% an-
swered “Yes”, and 14% answered “No”.
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Social, Emotional, And/Or Behavioral
Challenges

BYes HNo

When asked to provide more details about their answers, respondents who an-
swered “Yes" described disruptions to traditional routines and social interactions,
increased outbursts, and attention deficits. Widespread reliance on technology
was once again emphasized, and limited opportunities for in-person socializa-
tion, which have worsened issues and led to concerns about separation anxiety
and the long-term impact on children's emotional well-being and social develop-
ment.

There were three main themes that emerged from this question:

Social Challenges

« "Children are entering a school setting with little to no interaction with other
children. This delays the process in which children learn to communicate and
interact with others."

« "Kids my 5-year old's age did not have other kids around in most cases and
don’t know how to interact as well as have attachment issues to the adult in
their life."

« "Because we maintain ourselves alert when they have flu or when students
have the flu. Their routines were changed instead of being outside during the
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pandemic, they're always stay home and focus on the gadgets and no-
where to go."

« "My own child was 1 and 2 during covid. Then we had no school or child
care available when he was 3, so it wasn't until 4 that he really had any
long-term/regular social activities. He was very shy going in to school and it
took him a while to make friends."

« "My 3rd grader did remote kindergarten as a result of the pandemic and
was significantly less socially emotionally competent in the school setting
for 1st grade. (i.e. separation anxiety daily at drop off for 2 years)"

« "Many of the children do not want to go to school. Also having difficulty
with social interactions with peers.”

Emotional & Behavioral Challenges

« "Yes. When | worked in child care licensing, the numbers of reports received
for expulsions and suspensions in after school programs was significantly
higher. Due to violent, emotional outbursts by kids."

« "Children are closer to average and delayed when it comes to behavior and
SEL. | see more outbursts and an inability to use self-soothing skills. Atten-
tion spans are so small throughout various age groups."

« "There has been an increase in autism diagnosis due to children appearing
to look on the spectrum at a young age. These children did not receive the
appropriate care during the pandemic due to family circumstances, lack of
child care centers open, and support during that time from medical and
educational professionals."

« "Seems like a lot of kids have shorter attention spans, more behavioral

issues, behind academically, quite a few kids in our community were held
back."

Technological Dependence and Social Media

+ "It seems like children are so into screen time."

« “Children are too dependent on electronics to function normally. Mental
issues are also on the rise with the accessibility of social media influencing
their development."

« "Children seem to be spending more time on devices and less time playing.
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They also continue to miss school for minor reasons."

« The observations and experiences shared by respondents underscore the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children's social, emotional, and behav-
ioral health.

“How would you rate the accessibility of child care in your community?”
When asked to rate the accessibility of child care in their communities, 53% of

respondents described child care as "Somewhat Accessible," while 40% consid-
ered it "Not Accessible," and 7% rated it as "Very Accessible."

Accessibility of Child Care

m Somewhat Accessible Not Accessible m Very Accessible

When asked to give more details about their selection, respondents noted chal-
lenges in accessing child care including lengthy waitlists, high costs, limited op-
tions, and concerns about quality and equitable access, particularly for children
with special needs.

Five main themes emerged from this question:
« Accessibility and Affordability
« Closures Due to COVID-19
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« Quality Concerns
« Impact on Employment
« Lack of Special Needs Programs

Accessibility and Affordability

« "There are zero openings for full day child care in my community."

« "Waitlists for our initial child care choice was over 1 year."

« "There are only two or three licensed child care facilities, and they're all in-
home."

« "Many providers have waitlists, or it is very expensive!l"

« "Very limited providers which are always full and very expensive for middle
income families."

« "Cost of living, largely driven by property taxes and shipping costs, makes day-
care so expensive most families can't afford to have two working parents."

Closures Due to COVID-19

« "Many providers closed during Covid and those that stayed open are more
expensive now."

« "Daycare closures during Covid have not reopened. The pay for daycare work-
ers is so low, the positions are difficult to fill."

« "Many licensed child care facilities closed during Covid and never reopened
due to lack of staff."

Quality Concerns

« "There is a place that provides child care, not the best from what | under-
stand."

« "The quality of child care is not very high in general, so it is hard to find a spot
in a quality care."

« "Hardly any reliable child care providers."

Impact on Employment

« "It is extremely difficult to find child care. | was laid off because of not having
child care and had to turn down job opportunities because | could not find
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affordable child care."

« "l could not get temporary child care at a daycare if | wanted to."

« "Very little child care in the town and those that provide are usually filled
before | can get a spot. | have had to give up a new job due to lack of child
care."

Lack of Special Needs Programs

« "Child care for children with 'special needs' is not available."

« "Lack of places that have proper training for special needs children."

« "We do not have nearly enough child care providers and no providers who
are able to care for children with special needs."

The statements from these Alaska families and providers continue to highlight
barriers to accessing affordable and quality child care, including waitlists, high
costs, limited options, and the compounding impacts of closures on availabili-
ty and affordability.

“In your opinion, how has COVID-19 changed families’ access to early child-
hood programs and services?”

When asked how COVID-19 changed families’ access to early childhood pro-
grams and services, respondents shared various challenges. Accessibility was
noted to have become increasingly limited due to reduced program availabil-
ity and spaces, worsened by facility closures. Economic burdens on families
were also mentioned, such as workforce shortages and higher costs, and have
further compounded the difficulties faced by families seeking essential early
childhood support.

Two main themes emerged from this question:

Accessibility

« "There is a higher need, but the services are limited."
« "There are fewer providers available than ever."
« "The pandemic severely restricted the amount of early childhood programs
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and services. People are struggling."

« "Program closures and decreased enrollment."

« "All programs were on hold, jobs were lost and employees moved on and did
not return.”

« "Funding has been cut; yes CCDF had options but not everyone was able to
access things."

Economic and Workforce Challenges

« "The city's mandates obliterated an already fragile system. | was a licensed
child care provider for 13 years, a child care licensing specialist for 6 & now |
stay home because the lack of care and the cost is too high."

« "It is much more difficult mainly because of staff shortages and workers just
not being found or reliable."

« "Covid has changed families' access to early childhood programming ser-
vices because there's less people wanting to volunteer or put the time in
when they can go somewhere else and get paid twice as much to do it and it
wouldn't be as demanding as child care is."

« "Costs have gone up in an attempt to pay staff better and keep them longer,
as well."

The challenges from COVID-19 have affected families' access to early childhood
programs and services, with transitions to telehealth, limited accessibility, and
economic strains noted as specific factors shared in the questionnaire.

“Have you or someone you know faced challenges finding affordable child
care from January 1, 2020 to present?”

When asked if they or someone they knew faced challenges in finding afford-
able child care since January 1, 2020, to present, 46% of respondents reported
facing challenges in finding affordable child care, while 33% marked their expe-
riences as not applicable or unknown, and 21% reported having no challenges.
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Challenges Finding Affordable Child Care

mYes mNo Not Applicable/Unknown

Of the 46% of respondents that selected yes, they were asked to provide more
details.

Challenges Finding Child Care

« "lt'svery hard to find child care especially in Nome. And if you do it's expen-
sive or not reliable."

« "Child care costs are unrealistic for single parents."

« "We were unable to find child care for my daughter, period, for the first 20
months of her life."

« "Many close friends have left employment due to a lack of early childhood
care options or after school care options."

« "There is only family provided child care in Beaver."

« "My wife is forced to work limited hours from home, bringing in less than
$2000 per year because affordable child care cannot be located."

« "l am unemployed because the cost of child care for 5 children doesn’t make
sense for me to work."
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The challenges of accessing affordable child care continue to be a barrier for
many families and has impacted employment opportunities and financial sta-
bility.

“What are families saying about their children being ready to enter Kinder-
garten after COVID-19?”

When asked, “what are families saying about their children being ready to en-
ter kindergarten after COVID-19,” some respondents expressed confidence in
children's preparedness, noting increased one-on-one time during lockdowns.
Other responses had reservations, especially concerning social readiness and
academic development.

Children are ready for Kindergarten

« "They feel prepared, but first-time parents are unsure."

« "Ready."

« "Excitement to get their kids socialized finally."

« "They are ready."

« "l think the ones we know are beyond ready because they have had more one
on one time with a parent.”

Children are not ready for Kindergarten

« "They aren't. Or if they are, they struggle socially."

« "They are not ready. Ask any 3rd and 4th grade teacher and you will hear the
tales of how behind they are in many levels."

« "l have heard many families say their children are having difficulty in social
settings after Covid-19."

« "They are behind in academic and social skills."

« "Socially kids need more peer interaction before kindergarten, and kids stay-
ing home on screens with limited access to other children due to covid has a
heavy impact on how kids will enter school."

While some respondents feel children are well-prepared due to increased pa-
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rental involvement, others expressed concerns about social and academic gaps
worsened by disruptions related to the pandemic.

“In your opinion, are more families choosing to delay entry/re-entry into the
in-person school system post COVID-19?"

When asked if they observed families choosing to delay entry/re-entry into the
in-person school system post COVID-19, 62% of respondents indicated families
are not delaying, while 38% state that they are delaying entry or re-entry.

When asked to provide details about their selection, respondents explained that

Delayed Entry/Re-entry into the School
System

Yes ENo

reasoning for delaying may include concerns about health, safety, and readiness
continue, and economic factors such as job availability and child care further
complicate the decision. Conversely, some families advocated for children enter-
ing the school system for the benefits of social development, particularly after a
period of remote learning.

Families Choosing to Delay

« "Because of Covid 19 parents are finding it difficult to reintegrate. Also, the lack
of job availability and child care makes things much more complicated."

« "More families are deciding to homeschool their children."

« "Yes, we are going to homeschool our daughter for her first year of kindergar-

26

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT



EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT

ten when originally we were going to put her in public school."

Families Not Choosing to Delay

« "l think parents were happy to get their children back in school, to be around
their peers, engage in play, be social, etc."

« "Parents want their children in school especially after Covid!"

« "Families in this community have wanted in-person services for a long time,

even during the pandemic. None to my knowledge want virtual ever again.

While some reported that they opted to delay entry or re-entry into the in-per-
son school system due to lingering COVID-19 concerns, others expressed that
they were eager for their children to resume normal schooling routines, em-
phasizing the social and developmental benefits of in-person education.

Conclusion

This survey was designed and implemented to provide a platform for parents,
providers, and community members to share their thoughts and concerns
regarding early care and education and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
across Alaska.

Based on the input gathered, Alaskans are highly concerned about the impact
that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on young children in their communities.
These challenges encompass children demonstrating decreased social skills
and increased social anxiety, an increased reliance on social media and tech-
nology, and even disruptive or violent behavioral outbursts.

Additionally, there are perceptions that availability for high-quality early child-
hood education and care has continued to be problematic. Availability barri-
ers include time or schedule restraints, affordability, closures due to COVID-19,
quality concerns, impact on employment, and a lack of special needs pro-
grams. Alaskans not having access to affordable, high-quality early childhood
education and care can contribute negatively to Alaska's workforce, as it may
be challenging for parents to find employment due to early care and learning
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constraints. This can impede young children’s social-emotional development due
to a lack of exposure to the early socialization, play, and education they receive at
early care and education programs.

An increased lack in early care and education since the pandemic, combined
with increased social, emotional, and behavioral challenges for students makes

it difficult for students, families, and providers to create a balanced and strong
foundation for learning prior to entering the K-12 public school system. While
some families feel that their child(ren) are ready and prepared for kindergarten
because of the increased one-on-one time at home due to the pandemic, other
families are hesitant with enrolling their child(ren) in kindergarten. These con-
cerns were primarily attributed to the social and academic struggles or delays
children seem to be presenting that could be connected to the learning loss from
lack of services during the pandemic.

Most respondents were eager to re-enroll their child(ren) in K-12 public school
for the multitude of social and academic learning benefits, especially post-pan-
demic. The concerns amongst respondents included lack of job availability, lack
of child care availability, and an increased interest in homeschooling rather than
sending children to a K-12 public school.

This important input received from families and providers will help inform the up-
dated needs assessment. Hearing parent and family voice is a critical foundation
for policymakers, educators, and community stakeholders to address the needs
of Alaska's children and families in the post-pandemic landscape.
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APPENDIX C: 2024 EARLY
CHILDHOOD PUBLIC OPINION

SURVEY DATA SHEET

Introduction

The 2024 Public Opinion Survey conducted by Alaska Survey Research aimed to
gather Alaskans' input on a range of early childhood issues across the state. The
data is referenced throughout the 2024 Update: Needs Assessment of Alaska's
System of Early Care and Education.

Methodology

Questions were identified based on the framework of the needs assessment. In
some cases previous surveys were used as a starting point to gather updated
information.

The survey was conducted using a panel of Alaskans and was fielded in early
spring of 2024. It consisted of 40 questions, including 34 closed and 6 open-end-
ed questions, with some questions directed at specific sub-samples.

The survey utilized a representative sample to gather insights from a diverse
cross-section of Alaskans. This approach ensures that the demographics of the
respondents accurately reflect the population of Alaska, providing a more reli-
able and valid understanding of public opinion.

Demographics

The survey received responses from 1700 Alaskan adults, including 535 parents.
Among these parents, 381 had children aged from birth through 12 years.

Using the rural and urban definitions defined by the Preschool Development
Grant (PDQ), there were both rural and urban responses. There was significant
representation of responses from rural Alaska, with 243 responses from rural
Alaska and 1,457 from urban Alaska.
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Ficure 8: ALaskaN ApuLt's FAMILIARITY witH ACEs
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FIGURE 9. CHILDREN B-12 WHo HAVE ExPERIENCED FOOD INSECURITY IN
THE PAsT 12 MONTHS
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Source: Public Opinion Survey
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Ficure 11: ScreeN TiME 2020, 2024/ PrysicaL Activity 2020, 2024
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FIGUre 15: EAseE OF AccessING CHILD CARE BY PAReNTs Vs GENERAL PusLiC
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FiIGUrRe 18: PARENTS LEAVING, NoT AccCEPTING, OR CHANGING A JOB IN THE
LAsT 12 MoNTHs Due 10 DirricuLties OsTAINING ECE 2024
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FIGURe 19: EMPLOYER PERCEPTION OF EM-
PLOYEES PRoODUCTIVITY AND THEIR ABILITY TO
OgstaN ECE

Source: Public Opinion Survey
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Ficure 20: EMpLoYER ECE OPTIONS FOR EMPLOYEES
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Source: Public Opinion Survey
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FiIcUrRe 21: AWARENESS OF CHILD CARE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM
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Source: Public Opinion Survey
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Chelsea Burke
DOH Child Care Program Office (CCPO)
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Alaska Chamber of Commerce

Phillip Charette
Cook Inlet Native Head Start

APPENDIX D: 2024 JOINT TASK

FORCE MEMBERSHIP LIST

Staci Collier
DOH Child Care Program Office
(CCPO)

Amie Collins
Best Beginnings

Lindsey Earnest
Southcentral Foundation

Marianne Fanger
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Emily Ferry
Alaska Association of School Boards

Nicole Fritz
DOH Child Care Program Office
(CCPO)

Bryana Garcia-DelLaCruz

Northern Interior Alaska Association for the
Education of Young Children (NIA AEYC)

Shontey Hambrick
Office of Children's Services
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Anchorage Association for the Education of
Young Children (AAEYC)

Matthew Hirschfeld
Southcentral Foundation

Brian Holst
Juneau Economic Development Corporation

Christina Hulquist
DOH Child Care Program Office (CCPO)

Jimael Johnson
Alaska Mental Health Trust

Meghan Johnson
Learn & Grow

Shannon Johnson-Nanalook
Lake & Peninsula School District

Pam Kellish

Early Intervention/Infant Learning Pro-gram

Ambra Mavis
DOH Child Care Program Office (CCPO)

Cathy Munoz
Commissioner Department of Labor &

Workforce Development

Supanika Ordonez

Department of Education & Early Development

(DEED)

Ethan Petticrew
Cook Inlet Native Head Start

Veronica Plumb
University of Alaska - Early Childhood

Brenda Porter
Southcentral Foundation

Christie Reinhardt
DOH Women's, Children's and Family Health
(WCFH)

Jennifer Russell
Tanana Chiefs Conference (TCQ)

Anne Shade
Alaska Head Start Association, BBNA

Blue Shibler
Southeast Alaska Association for the Education of
Young Children (SEA AEYQ)

Kristen Spencer
Department of Education & Early Development
(DEED)

Trevor Storrs
Alaska Children's Trust
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Alaska Impact Alliance

Gail Tujillo
Association of Infant Learning Programs in Alaska
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Emily Urlacher
DOH Women'’s, Children’s and Family Health (WCFH)

Leah Van Kirk
Alaska Mental Health Board

Bobbi Jo Vansickle
DOH Child Care Program Office (CCPO)

Amber Vaska
Tanana Chiefs Conference (TCC)

Adam Weinert
Department of Labor

Carmen Wenger
Help Me Grow

Cynthia West
Department of Health
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Anchorage Economic Development Corporation

Note: other organizations also participated, includ-ing the
Rasmuson Foundation and the Alaska Mu-nicipal League
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APPENDIX E: SUPPLEMENTARY

DATA GOAL ONE

This document is a supplement to Goal One: Alaska Children and Families are
Healthy, Safe, and Stable. It provides additional data beyond what is in the main
needs assessment document. The scope of Goal One is expansive, and yet criti-
cal. The needs assessment document includes data that was prioritized for the
2024 update, and this supplement is provided as important context and in the
interest of brevity for the main document.

Poverty

B-5 CHILDREN LIVING IN POVERTY

PREVIOUS CURRENT

9,600 or 15% of Alaska children B-5 years of | 10,244 or 18.3% of Alaska children B-5 years
age live in poverty. (2018) of age live in poverty. (2022)

Homelessness

Data on Alaskans under the age of 18 experiencing homelessness collected in
2019 and published in 2021 counted 3,381 children (or 5.5% of the overall popula-
tion of children birth to 18) who had or were experiencing homelessness across
the State of Alaska'The Children’s Defense Fund Fact Sheet reports that 2,578
unhoused children in Alaska were enrolled in public schools during 2020-2021.2

Unemployment

Unemployment is also considered when assessing child health and well-being.
As discussed above, the rural poverty rate and the statewide rate have improved

1 Early Childhood Homelessness State Profiles - US Dept of Ed
2 https://www.childrensdefense.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/SOAC-2023-Tables.pdf
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since the last assessment. In 2018, the average unemployment rate was 9.6%,
which was higher than the statewide average of 6.6%. In 2022, the unemploy-
ment rate in rural Alaska had dropped to 4%, which was comparable to the ur-
ban unemployment rate of 3.7%.

In Alaska, there were five areas that saw an increase in unemployment and
there were 22 which saw a decrease from 2018 to 2023. The top five areas which
saw the greatest decrease in unemployment were: Hoonah-Angoon Census
Area (6.70%), Yukon-Koyukuk Census Area (5.90%), Kusilvak Census Area (5.20%),
Prince of Wales-Hyder Census Area (4.80%), Northwest Arctic Borough (4.60%).
The five areas which saw an increase in unemployment included: Denali Bor-
ough (5.00%), Municipality of Skagway (1.30%), Aleutians East Borough (1.20%),
Aleutians West Census Area (1.20%), Kodiak Island Borough (1.00%)

Poverty, unemployment, and homelessness are all factors that contribute to a
child becoming disadvantaged. Disadvantaged children face more problems
with access to adequate food, healthcare, safety and shelter. Nearly one quarter
of families with children under 18 in Alaska are utilizing Supplemental Security
Income (SSl), cash public assistance income, or Food Stamps/SNAP.

Out Of Home Placement/Foster Care

Alaskan children who have been removed from their home and placed in a fos-
ter home is over triple the national rate.

In 2020, 16 out of every 1,000 Alaska children were in foster care. This rate is sig-
nificantly higher than the national rate of five children per 1,000. The rate in Alas-
ka has increased by 60 percent over the past decade*

According to data from the Office of Children’s Services (OCS), of the children
living in out of home placement in 2022: 31% of these were children living with a
non-relative foster family, 26% with a relative foster family, 4% in a group home or
institution, 27% with a pre-adoptive home, 11% in trial home visit, 1% categorized
as runaway, and the percentage for supervised independent living was not re-

3 October 2023 Preliminary Unemployment Rate
4 2022 KidsCount Alaska Family and Community Data Sheet

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT 39



ported.®

COUNT OF CHILDREN IN OUT-OF-HOME PLACEMENT
Reporting Period 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
Anchorage 1,700 1,814 1,681 1,567 1,463
Northern 813 877 870 795 762
Southcentral 1,075 1,144 1,107 1,183 1,091
Southeast 265 297 319 335 263
Western 286 317 318 380 427
Alaska Total 4,136 4,441 4,291 4,255 4,003

In 2021, the rate of children ages birth to 17 in foster care in Alaska was 16 per
1,000. By comparison, in 2021 the national rate was five per 1,000.°This rate has
not changed significantly since 2018, when the rate was 15 per 1,000. Children in
out-of-home placement automatically qualify for AK Medicaid. For children in
the custody of OCS, data from 2022 shows approximately 6,511 children received
community behavioral health treatment and recovery services in state.”

Child Abuse and Neglect

Alaska has the highest rate of child maltreatment in the nation and a child mor-
tality (ages 1-8) rate that is nearly double the national rate.8 Child maltreatment
cases have increased substantially, with 3,190 cases confirmed in 2020. Children
ages birth to four comprise the largest proportion of all cases (41%), with the
most common form of maltreatment type being neglect (71%).

Using existing resources, the section of Women's, Children’s, and Family Health,
within the Alaska Division of Public Health operates the Alaska Longitudinal
Child Abuse and Neglect Linkage project (ALCANLINnk) to examine maltreatment

5 https://dfcs.alaska.gov/ocs/Pages/statistics/default.aspx

6 Kids Count Data Center

7 https://health.alaska.gov/Commissioner/Documents/BehavioralHealthCareForChildren.pd
8 A2P2 Environmental Scan
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over time. ALCANLInk was initially developed through a three-way partnership
between a local funder, the Alaska Department of Health and Social Services,
and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The project reports that be-
fore their 10th birthday, 38%, 31%, 13%, and 7% of children born in Alaska will expe-
rience an allegation of harm reported to child welfare, experience a screened-in
report by child welfare, experience a substantiated report by child welfare, and
be removed by child welfare, respectively. This project also reports that Alaska
children born into families that are low-income, single-parent households, fami-
lies with a history of substance abuse or history of violence, and/or families expe-
riencing multiple forms of dysfunction are at an increased risk of being reported
for maltreatment during their lifetime.

The 2020 MIECHYV Needs Assessment identified communities with levels of risk
by using indicators related to adverse perinatal outcomes, child maltreatment,
crime, socioeconomic status, substance use disorder, and child health outcomes.
Alaskan communities with high levels of risk include Bethel Census Area, Kusil-
vak Census Area, Nome Census Area, North Slope Borough, Northwest Arctic
Borough, Anchorage Municipality, and Mat-Su Borough. The assessment also
placed additional emphasis on the Yukon Kuskokwim Delta and Northwest Re-
gions.

In 2020, children born in rural communities were 1.6 times more likely to be re-
ported to OCS for physical abuse compared to children born in urban commu-
nities. In 2020, children born in rural communities are 1.8 times more likely to be
reported to OCS for sexual abuse compared to children born in urban communi-
ties.?

Medicaid

In 2018, the percentage of the population under 19 years of age who were eligi-
ble for Medicaid was 35%, or 67,399 children under 19 years of age, with 22,000
of them being under five years of age. The Medicaid eligibility rate for this same
population grew to 39.0% in 20221°

9 : ALCAN Link: http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/wcfh/Pages/mchepi/ALCANIink
10 American Community Survey 5-year Estimates
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Child Care Deserts

Following the pandemic, there was a critical lack of child care in both Alaska
and the nation. However, this trend began before the pandemic, and in 2018 a
study reported that 61% percent of Alaskans lived in a “child care desert."" This is
defined as an area with more than 50 children under age five that either has no
providers or so few options that children outnumber providers three-to-one.12
Rates were similar for low-income and high-income Alaska families, where 66%
and 68%, respectively, lived-in child-care deserts.

Food (In)Security

In 2018, 11.1% of households (14.3 million) within the US reported experiencing
food insecurity (Fl), meaning “households were, at times, unable to acquire ade-
guate food for one or more household members because they had insufficient
money and other resources for food.”” Looking specifically at children national-
ly, the USDA reported in 2022 that overall food insecurity rate increased sharply,
rising from 10.4% in 2021 to 13.5% in 2022. The change reflects the largest one-
year increase since 2008, and the rate, which amounts to over 44 million people,
or1in every 7,is the highest it has been since 2014. By comparison, in 2020, 15%
of children in Alaska lived in households that were food insecure at some point
during the year,*"™ including 10,000 children, per year between 2014 and 2018
In addition to families and children experiencing food insecurity at home, this
has also been raised as an issue for the ECE workforce. A 2020 national represen-
tative survey conducted by the Center for Early Childhood Innovation noted that
31.2% of workers experience food insecurity.”

The Alaska Physical Activity and Nutrition (PAN) Program, with Alaska Survey
Research (ASR), conducted focus groups in January 2022 to better understand

11 Untapped Potential in AK, US Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 2021

12 Alaska Economic Trends: The Childcare Shortage, April 2022.

13 Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt, Gregory, & Singh, 2019

14 Map the Meal Gap 2023: Overall Food Insecurity Rate

15 Ullimann H, Weeks JD, Madans JH. Children living in households that experienced food insecurity: United States,
2019-2020. NCHS Data Brief, no 432. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2021. DOI: https://dx.doi.
org/10.15620/ cdc:113966.

16 Center on Budget and Policy Priorities; https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/snap_factsheet alaska.pdf
17 https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TUIsKYpJFkftAnuUXykfje67ThldaPEK/view
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child care provider knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors related to nutri-
tion insecurity among staff, the children they serve and their families. All groups
acknowledged the presence of food insecurity as an issue both for staff and the
children, noting geographic challenges to healthy food options and financial
hardship as a barrier to nutrition. When kids are hungry, it results in negative
behaviors — hunger affects kids, and it is obvious. When staff are hungry, they
are unable to concentrate and best serve the children they care for.™

Alaska Children With Disabilities

Below is a table showing the types and prevalence of disabilities among Alaska’s
children. Of the 17,760 school-age children in Alaska with a disability, most prev-
alent among them are specific learning disabilities such as dyslexia and dyscal-
culia:®

Autism 1,606 or 9%
Deaf blindness 7 or 0.03%
Developmental delay 1,737 or 10%
Emotional disturbance 725 or 4%
Hearing impairment 151 0r 1%
Intellectual disability 583 or 3%
Multiple disabilities 625 or 4%

Orthopedic impairment

53 0or 0.3%

Other health impairment

2,676 or 15%

Specific learning disability

6,736 or 38%

Speech or language impairment

2,791 or 16%

18 FOOD INSECURITY AMONG ECE WORKERS

19 Alaska’s Literacy Blueprint
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Traumatic brain injury 27 or 0.2%

Visual impairment 43 or 0.25%

Developmental Screenings

A higher percentage of 3-year-old children received a developmental screening
in 2018-19 than in the previous years. However, this trend reversed itself in 2020-
2021 likely due to the COVID-19 pandemic and reduced access to healthcare pro-
viders.?° Child healthcare providers use health screenings to detect a wide range
of diseases and conditions. Early detection can lead to effective treatment and
prevent problems down the road. Child Understanding Behavior Survey CUBS
Data on well-child checkups in the previous 12 months for 3-year-olds from 2018-
2020 shows that the rate increased from 2018 to 2019, but there was a sharp drop
between 2019 and 2020. This is likely due to the reduced access to healthcare
that occurred during the pandemic. The rates in the next few years will be im-
portant to examine for evidence of a long-term downward trend.?

The table below shows certain screening indicators used by healthcare providers
from the 2020 MIECHYV Needs Assessment.??

Indicator Statewide
Children with Disabilities (% of the population under age 18 having serious dif-
ficulty with hearing, vision, cognition, and/or ambulation; may exclude children 5.7%

with developmental, behavioral, or attention disabilities)

Developmental Screening (% of women who reported not completing a develop-

0,
mental screening for their child) e
Well-Child Visits (% of 3-year-olds who did not have a well-child checkup in the
10.8%
last 12 months)
Oral Health (% of 3-year- old’s who drink sugary drinks on a given day) 30.9%
Physical Activity (% of adolescents who meet the Physical Activity Guidelines for 18.1%

Americans)

20 Alaska Childhood Understanding Behaviors Survey Data Visualization Tool Version x.x: Alaska Department of Health,
Division of Public Health, Section of Women's, Children's, and Family Health; https://alaska-dph.shinyapps.io/CUBS/

21 Alaska Department of Health, CUBS

22 2020 MIECHYV Needs Assessment.
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Early Childhood Literacy in Alaska

Early literacy is promoted and supported by Alaska's Best Beginnings Program.
This is a private and publicly funded program that distributes books to children
ages birth-5 years through the Dolly Parton Imagination Library, provides events
for parents and families to learn more about supporting their child'’s early litera-
cy development, and hosts a public website with a myriad of activities and re-
sources for meeting each child “where they are at” in their literacy development
and next steps.

In July of 2023, The Alaska Reads Act was enacted by the State Legislature. A
large portion of this law outlines the funding and structure for school districts to
provide high-quality early education programs that support early literacy. Such
a program has the following attributes: focus on the child’'s overall develop-
ment that includes the five main domains of development; a developmentally
focused environment and curricula; on-going assessment of each child’s devel-
opmental progress; certified teachers who have 3 semester hours of early child-
hood credit and 3 semester hours of training in an early literacy program based
on science of reading principles. There is currently one district, the Anchorage
School District, that DEED has determined meets the high-quality standards
outlined in the Alaska Reads Act. There are currently seven school districts re-
ceiving grant funding and technical support from DEED to meet the Alaska
Reads Act standards by the 2026-2027 school year.
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TEACHING STRATEGIES GOLD ASSESSMENT LITERACY - 3,

4,5YEAR OLDS
DATA FROM: ALASKA CHILDHOOD UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIORS SURVEY

MEETING

FALL 2022 SPRING 2023

DEED currently tracks the development of early literacy skills in students ages 3-5
who are enrolled in DEED grant funded pre-elementary and Head Start pro-
grams. There are currently 4 such grants: Pre-Elementary Grants (PEG) and Early
Learning Coordination (ELC) Grants to school districts for children ages 3-5; Early
Education Program (EEP) Grants to school districts for children ages 4-5 (aka
Alaska Reads Act grant); and Head Start grants for programs serving children
ages 3-5. All DEED preschool grantees are required to use the Teaching Strategies
GOLD Assessment to document student developmental progression in all devel-
opmental domains from fall to spring of each school year.

As mentioned previously, all areas of development impact early literacy devel-
opment. The Teaching Strategies GOLD assessment accounts for this while also
providing data on specific early literacy skills. The following graph represents data
from two assessment periods, Fall of 2022 and Spring of 2023.

Please note the following: “Below” represents the students who are not yet meet-

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA 2024 UPDATED NEEDS ASSESSMENT 46



ing expectations in early literacy for a child their age. “Meeting” represents those
meeting but not exceeding expectations. “Exceeding” represents those stu-
dents having literacy skills that exceed expectations for a child their age.
Alaska’'s Education Challenge’s first goal is to “support all students to read at
grade level by the end of third grade.” Children who are not reading at grade
level by the end of third grade are significantly likely to have lifelong literacy
issues which, as mentioned previously, impacts overall quality of life. In 2022,
according to the AKSTAR Assessment, 31.8% of Alaska’'s third graders met the
“proficient” or “advanced achievement” levels in English Language Arts 68.2% of
third-grade students statewide met the “needs support” or “approaching profi-
ciency” achievement levels.

The Alaska Reads Act was enacted to improve the literacy achievement of Alas-
ka's students. It does this providing the structure and resources to develop
strong early literacy skills in preschool and provide screening, assessment, and
tiered supports for continued literacy development in kindergarten through
grade 3.
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