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INTRODUCTION

Alaska’s statewide strategic plan for early childhood was developed in 2019 and 2020 through partners working 
together and committed to hearing input from statewide stakeholders and using that input to design an actionable 
early childhood strategic plan for Alaska. This strategic plan is built on, “A Needs Assessment of Alaska’s Mixed-
Delivery System of Early Childhood Care and Education” which was finalized in December 2019. This important 
work provided the foundation for conversations with Alaskans about the early childhood system in the state. 
Surveys were taken, and work sessions were hosted with parents, caregivers, and system professionals to hear 
their ideas about how Alaska’s children and families can thrive. This report provides a summary of the plan 
development and stakeholder engagement activities that are the basis of the final strategic plan document. 

STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS

Alaska Early Childhood Joint Task Force (JTF) and Leadership Team
The Alaska Early Childhood JTF has an 8-member Leadership Team, which in turn engaged with and guided 
a full 40+ member JTF, which formed to align work on the early childhood needs assessment and strategic 
plan. This was coordinated among three grants: the initial Preschool Development Grant received by the De-
partment of Early Education and Development (DEED) and jointly managed by DEED and the Department of 
Health and Social Services (DHSS); an Impact Project grant from the State Capacity Building Center to align 
Early Care and Education (ECE) systems with programs and services, led by the DHSS Child Care Program 
Office; and an Indigenous Project LAUNCH grant to prepare Alaska Native children 0-8 with skills to succeed 
in school, led by Southcentral Foundation, a health and wellness organization serving the Alaska Native pop-
ulation in Southcentral Alaska.

Strategic Plan Activities



Strategic Planning Process Report 5

DRAFT
NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

JOINT TASK FORCE (JTF) STRATEGIC PLAN DEVELOPMENT

Alaska Early Childhood JTF Meetings: JTF representatives, the Leadership Team and the full JTF provided 
advisory support including plan content, framing, and editing throughout the planning process. Strategic 
planning activities began in spring 2019 through a workshop on governance. In fall 2019, other state plans 
were reviewed, and the beginning stages of a vision, guiding principles and stakeholder engagement be-
gan. By early 2020, a draft strategic plan framework was developed using responses from an extensive JTF 
survey and initial 2019 stakeholder engagement guidance. This draft framework became a helpful way to 
organize the many stakeholder engagement discussions that occurred between February and April 2020.

JTF Survey: In January 2020, a survey of the JTF was conducted to solicit input on draft plan framework 
used to develop the plan content and the stakeholder engagement approach.

JTF Workgroups: In January 2020, members of the Joint Task Force (JTF) volunteered to participate in three 
work groups, each focused on the draft goal areas of the strategic plan. An in-depth briefing paper was pro-
vided for each workgroup prior to the meetings, outlining some draft objectives and actions, and tying to 
relevant information from the needs assessment. The January 2020 workgroups were a critical step in the 
stakeholder engagement process, and this work became the foundation of the strategic plan content.

JTF Leadership Team:  The JTF Leadership Team met weekly to consider input received from the stake-
holder engagement activities and from the full Joint Task Force. Once the stakeholder engagement re-
sults had been analyzed, the themes were then considered alongside the documents from the workgroups. 
Through a series of 3-6 hour work sessions, the leadership team used the draft framework, the workgroup 
input, the input from the JTF survey, the meeting reports, and the stakeholder survey to recommend con-
tent for inclusion in the final strategic plan document.

Plan Framework
Development of a draft plan framework began in late 2019 by 
first conducting a nationwide scan of other plan documents and 
through ongoing JTF engagement. An initial stakeholder en-
gagement process asked questions on what should be included 
in the state plan. Meetings were held with the Association of 
Alaska School Boards at its annual conference, the Anchorage 
Kindergarten Ready Network and three onsite meetings in Ko-
diak with families and people working in the system. The initial 
framework provided a foundation for the JTF workgroups, and 
for the 2020 stakeholder engagement sessions. All 2019 and 2020 
session reports can be found in Appendix A. Once stakeholder 
engagement was completed, the Leadership Team reviewed the 
reports and developed themes that became the basis for building 
out the objectives, strategies and actions in the plan document.

Plan Framework
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Plan Review Process
In March 2020, a first draft of the plan document was completed. Two joint JTF and Alaska Early Childhood 
Coordinating Council (AECCC) meetings were hosted to present the draft plan content, and workshop re-
maining sections. The feedback from these sessions was then considered by the JTF Leadership Team to com-
plete a second draft.

A final review process was conducted with an identified list of reviewers. The plan draft was shared with reviewers, 
and a videoconference session with questions and answers was hosted. Reviewers were provided a series of open 
ended questions and responded through an online survey tool. The Leadership Team considered the responses 
received and developed a final draft of the plan document before the document went to the design phase.

STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

Over 300 Alaskans responded to an online survey, and 288 Alaskans participated in an in-person or virtual meeting. 
While several people participated in both, we believe close to 540 Alaskans ultimately provided feedback and helped 
develop the plan. This document gives an overview of the process that the team conducted in 2019 and 2020 and 
summarizes the major themes and conclusions that helped guide the development of the strategic plan.

MEETINGS AND SURVEY

Family Friendly Community Gatherings - Parents, foster parents and caregivers participated in meetings 
in Kodiak, Kotzebue and Bethel. Due to COVID-19, family friendly meetings were hosted virtually in An-
chorage, Minto, and other Interior communities.

Early Childhood System Meetings – Tribal , state, local government, and non-profit program administra-
tors who work in a wide range of systems that support children and families convened in-person and via 
video conferencing. Most regions in Alaska provided input.

Alaska Early Childhood Online Stakeholder Survey – An online survey was circulated to school boards, 
child care providers, superintendents, tribal governments, and others. The survey was also posted on the 
Early Childhood Alaska web page. There were 301 responses submitted. 
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By the Numbers
Hundreds of Alaskans were involved in helping develop the strategic plan.
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SESSION # LOCATIONS/REGIONS/ORGANIZATION

2019

Association of Alaska School Boards 
(AASB), Early Childhood Conversation, 
4/6

23 School Districts: Anchorage, Bristol Bay, City of Cordova, Denali Borough, City 
of Dillingham, Fairbanks North Star, Juneau, Ketchikan Gateway, City of Kla-
wock, Lake & Peninsula, Lower Kuskokwim, North Slope Borough, Southeast 
Region, Southwest Region, Yukon Koyukuk

Association of Alaska School Boards 
(AASB) Conference, Early Childhood 
Strategic Plan Luncheon, 11/8

19 School Districts: Chugach, Hydaburg, Fairbanks North Star Borough, Lower 
Kuskokwim, Aleutian Region, Juneau, Anchorage, Kenai Peninsula Borough, 
Southwest Region, Yupiit, Sitka. Alaska Council of School Administrators, State 
Board of Education

Kindergarten Ready Network, 11/21 19 Anchorage, Mat-Su

Kodiak System Luncheon, 12/10 28 Kodiak

Kodiak Rural Videoconference, 12/10 7 Port Lions, Old Harbor, Akhiok

Kodiak Family Friendly, 12/10 16 Kodiak

2020

Bethel System /Rural Videoconference, 
2/4

16 Bethel, Napakiak, Atmautluak, Nightmute, Eek

Bethel Family Friendly, 2/4 12 Bethel

AAEYC, 2/6 9 Aleutians, Yukon Kuskokwim, Bristol Bay, Northwest Arctic, Utqiagvik, Kodiak 
and Southcentral

AAEYC 2/7 9 Aleutians, Yukon Kuskokwim, Bristol Bay region, the Northwest Arctic, and 
Southcentral Alaska

Kotzebue System Meeting, 2/10 11 Kotzebue

Kotzebue Family Friendly, 2/10 34 Kotzebue

Statewide tribal videoconference, 2/20 16 Bristol Bay Native Association, Cook Inlet Tribal Council, Pribilof Islands Aleut 
Community of St. Paul Island, Arctic Slope Native Association, Organized Vil-
lage of Kwethluk, Kenaitze Indian Tribe IRA, Aleutian Pribilof Islands Associa-
tion, Copper River Native Association, Yakutat Tlingit Tribe, Aleutian Pribilof 
Islands Association Head Start 

Statewide tribal videoconference, 2/24 3 Kodiak, Mountain Village

Alaska Head Start Directors Associa-
tion, 2/24

14 Kawerak (Norton Sound), Association of Village Council Presidents (Bethel re-
gion), RuralCap (statewide rural), Central Council of Tlingit and Haida Indian 
Tribes of Alaska (Southeast), Kids Corp, Inc. (Anchorage), Council of Athabas-
can Tribal Governments (Interior), CCS Early Learning (Mat-Su), Tanana Chiefs 
Conference, (Interior) Chugachmiut (Nanwalek, Tatitlek, Valdez, Chenega, Port 
Graham, Eyak), Bristol Bay Native Association, Fairbanks Native Association.

Prince of Wales/Klawock System Video-
conference, 2/26

9 Craig Public Health, Community Connections, SEARHC, Craig City School Dis-
trict, Head Start, Hydaburg, Haida Language Immersion Preschool

TCC Village Staff and Parents, 4/17 32 Fairbanks, Galena, Grayling, Holy Cross, Huslia, Kaltag, Nenana, North Pole, 
Northway, Nulato, McGrath, Minto, Tetlin

Anchorage Family Friendly Meeting, 4/23 6 Anchorage, Eagle River

Minto Family Friendly Meeting, 4/27 5 Minto, Eureka
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Early Childhood Alaska Stakeholder Meeting Themes
A session report was developed for each meeting and sent to participants. All reports can be found in Appendix 
A and are posted online. The content includes summary level meeting highlights, followed by longhand notes 
and available photos of the meetings.

Meeting highlights and reports were reviewed, and a list of themes was developed to summarize what was 
heard across the state.

The following themes were identified during the stakeholder meetings, and represent a summary level recap 
of discussions held across the state:

THEME PLAN DOC.

STRONG & RESILIENT FAMILIES  Families in Alaskan communities are nurturing, loving, engaged, 
and active. Extended family networks are an important part of early childhood and make families 
stronger and more resilient. 

Vision + Guiding 
Principles, Goal 1

STRONG & RESILIENT COMMUNITIES Communities in rural Alaska encourage healthy children and 
families by providing strong support networks, opportunities, and help in times of need.

Vision + Guiding 
Principles, Goal 1

BASIC NEEDS Children, families, and communities are stronger when their basic needs are met. Safe 
housing, food security, behavioral health services, and equitable access to basic public services supports 
healthy and resilient communities.

Goal 1

CULTURE & TRADITION Families and children are strengthened when there are connections to culture 
and tradition; especially speaking indigenous languages and practicing subsistence activities. Early 
childhood education is better when it is culturally relevant and place-based, by the community for the 
community.

Vision + Guiding 
Principles, Goals 1 + 2 
under parent engage-
ment, supports

ACCESS TO QUALITY CARE AND EDUCATION Quality childhood care and education across Alaska, 
especially in more rural and remote communities, remains inaccessible and unaffordable for many fam-
ilies. The early childhood system in Alaska needs more equitable access to quality care and education 
for all families, regardless of location or income-level.

Goal 2

AFFORDABILITY Income-level requirements for childhood care & education are a challenge for many 
families and children in accessing care. Families should be more informed about available resources 
and assistance.

Goal 2

WORKFORCE REQUIREMENTS Programs report across the board difficulties attracting and retaining 
qualified staff. Long turnaround times for background checks result in a loss of qualified candidates for 
early childhood workforce positions. 

Goal 3

TRAINING Required staff trainings are costly and require time away from the job, yet taking the train-
ings online is burdensome and often inaccessible in places without reliable internet or limited bandwidth.

Goal 3

TRANSPORTATION Getting children to early childhood programs can be a challenge for parents in 
smaller communities; a lack of reliable transportation limits access for many families.

Goal 3

FACILITIES Communities across rural Alaska would like to expand early childhood programs and 
increase accessibility for families; however, there is often a lack of physical space that meets program 
requirements.

Goal 3
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THEME PLAN DOC.

GOVERNMENTAL COORDINATION & ALIGNMENT Alaska residents, especially those working in 
tribal early childhood systems, would benefit from improved governmental coordination with responsi-
bility at all levels and this would result in a more functional early childhood system. Alignment of Head 
Start and Pre-K programs is an area that could be better coordinated.

Goal 3

LICENSING & REGULATIONS State and federal credentialing requirements are often difficult to nav-
igate, costly, and burdensome, which prevents many rural Alaskan communities from expanding child 
care options and programs.

Goal Area 3

LOCAL CAPACITY BUILDING Tribes and organizations want to develop more localized strategies to 
address unmet needs, which would require investment into capacity building and program development.

Goal Area 3 - Funding

COLLABORATION & PARTNERSHIPS Early childhood system workers and providers want collabora-
tion and partnerships at the local level through better communication and stronger networks. Parents, 
programs and communities want access to resources in order provide caregiver supports that meet fami-
lies where they are at and address children’s developmental needs.

Goal Area 3

EARLY CHILDHOOD ALASKA STAKEHOLDER ONLINE SURVEY

Introduction
An online survey was developed and implemented as a part of the stakeholder engagement strategy. The sur-
vey was used to gather input from Alaskans interested in the early childhood system, including parents and 
families, educators, tribal representatives, administrators, and child care workers.

Approach
The Early Childhood Alaska Stakeholder Online Survey was distributed to Joint Task Force networks, through 
email, and through targeted social media outreach to communities. The survey was also hosted on the Early 
Childhood Alaska website. The online stakeholder survey was distributed and open for a two week period 

Are there any children under the age of 9 
who live at least part of the time with you?

55%
YES

45%
NO

in early March 2020. The online stakeholder 
survey included 26 quantitative and qualita-
tive questions which followed the framework 
of questions asked of community participants 
during in person and virtual stakeholder en-
gagement activities. The survey did not ask 
detailed demographic information and was a 
non-probability sample and therefore not rep-
resentative of the population. The primary 
purpose of the survey was for use as a tool for 
stakeholder engagement

Just over half of participants had children under the 
age of 9 living with them at least part time.
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SURVEY PARTICIPANTS BY COMMUNITY

Anchor Point 2 Hooper Bay 5 Metlakatla 2 Scammon Bay 1

Anchorage 53 Houston 1 Minto 1 Sitka 3

Bethel 6 Juneau 27 Mountain Village 2 Skagway 6

Big Lake 1 Kasilof 1 Naukati 1 Soldotna 3

Chugiak 3 Kenai 10 Nenana 3 Sterling 2

Coffman Cove 1 Ketchikan 6 Newhalen 1 Talkeetna 2

Craig 3 Kiana 1 Nikiski 3 Tok 3

Dillingham 10 King Salmon 1 Northway 1 Utqiagvik 1

Eagle River 2 Kipnuk 1 North Pole 12 Wasilla 24

Fairbanks 24 Klawock 5 Palmer 17 Whittier 1

Ft Wainwright 1 Kodiak 14 Petersburg 6 Willow 1

Healy 1 Kotzebue 6 Russian Mission 1 Wrangell 1

Hollis 1 Manley Hot Springs 1 Salcha 2

Homer 2 Meadow Lakes 1 Sand Point 1

0

Yes

No

20 60 80 100 120 140 160

Do you work in early child-
hood (serving children 

birth through age 8)?

0

I work directly with children

I support others who work 
directly with children

What is your main role 
at your workplace?

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

0

Yes

No

Does your workplace focus 
on supporting Alaska Na-

tive families and children?

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Don’t  
know

Just over half of the participants had children under the age of 9 living with them at least part time, and just 
under half noted that they work in the early childhood system. There were 74 who answered that they work 
directly with children, and 88 noted that their workplace focuses on supporting Alaska Native families and 
children.

Survey Respondents
The following questions were asked of participants to understand whether they have young children living at 
home and whether they work in the early childhood system in Alaska and if so, in what way.



Strategic Planning Process Report 12

DRAFT
NOT FOR PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION

Survey Highlights
Respondents indicated that families and communities are best able to support young children when cultural 
practices are encouraged and celebrated. This includes but is not limited to; an emphasis on early childhood 
programs and resources available in the language predominantly spoken at home, accessible outdoor activities 
for households with young children; and community events and spaces that are welcoming to households with 
young children.

0

Love

Communication and 
Language

What makes families strong?
Survey respondents identified love, communication and language and connections with other families and 
friends as what keeps their families strong.

20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180 200 220

Resilience

Connections with other 
families and friends

Community support/
involvement

Cultural practices

Other (please specify)

0

Love

Communication and 
Language

What helps to keep the families you serve strong? Please select two that are most 
important to you.
Survey respondents who work in the early childhood system identified love, community involvement as well 
as communication and language as what makes the families they serve strong.

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 110

Resilience

Connections with other 
families and friends

Community support/
involvement

Cultural practices

Other (please specify)
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0

Read together

Eat together

What do you wish you could do more of to increase your family’s health? 
Check all that apply.
Survey respondents identified exercising together, engaging in community activities together, and playing to-
gether as activities that they wish they could do more with their families to keep their families healthy.

5 10 15 20 25 30

Play together

Exercise together

Talk to each other

Engage in community 
activities together

Other (please specify)

What opportunities are there in your community for families to connect with each  
other? Please select all that apply.
Survey respondents identified activities through the school district, faith communities and local community 
centers/libraries as opportunities for families with young children to connect with one another.

20

Gatherings at families’ homes

0 6040 10080 140120 160 200180

Activities through the school 
district

Activities through the local library 
and/or community center

Cultural festivals

Other (please specify)

Churches

Activities through local preschool 
and early care providers

Markets/fairs
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Better employment options

What does your community need to support safe, stable, and healthy families?
Please select the 2 most urgent needs for your community.
Survey respondents identified high quality early care and education for young children, support for mental 
health, and improvements in housing as the top three needs their communities need to support safe, stable 
and healthy families.

20

Increased access to cultural prac-
tices and subsistence activities

Improved access to health care

Improved public safety

0 6040 10080

Access to healthy food

Improvements in housing

Improved water and sanitation 
access

High-quality elementary and 
secondary education for children

High-quality postsecondary 
education

More community resources (such 
as a community centr or library)

More family-friendly activities

Support for substance abuse

Other (please specify)

Other (please specify)

High-quality early care and 
education for young children

Support for mental health

Better transportation options
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Lack of stable funding

10 20 30 40 50 60

Recruiting and retaining 
highly qualfied staff is difficult

State, federal, or Head Start 
regulations and requirements

Other (please specify)

70 80

What factors make it challenging to offer a high-quality early learning program in 
your community?

Lack of stable enrollment

Community is not supportive 
of early childhoood

Quality

0

Affordable

20 40 60 80 100 120

What do you think makes an early learning program high-quality? 
Please select the two items you think are most important.

Engages with families and the 
community

Uses an established curriculum

Great teachers

Facility, materials, and equipment are 
clean and engaging

Incorporates local cultural traditions

Low class size

Positive interactions between teachers 
and children

Uses child’s home language

Welcoming and knowledgeable leader

Other (please specify)

Other (please specify)
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0

Yes

No

20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160

From your perspective, do the costs of paying for early learning programs make it so 
people don’t use programs they need?

0

The State of Alaska and/or federal 
government should pay 100 percent

20 40 60 80 100 120 140

Who do you think should pay for child care?

The school district or local educational 
agency should pay 100 percent

Families should pay 100 percent

Don’t know

Families and the state/or local 
community should share costs

Accessibility and Affordability 
If child care is available in a community, survey respondents indicated that the cost of child care places a sig-
nificant burden on families and households with young children.

0

To a great extent

To a moderate extent

2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20 22

To a slight extent

Not  at all

To what extent do the costs of paying for child care or early childhood education 
interfere with your other family plans?

24 26

0

Yes

No

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 110

Don’t know

Do you think there are affordable early learning options in your community?

120
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Survey Conclusion
Survey responses confirmed concerns and strengths identified by participants in other stakeholder engage-
ment activities. Survey respondents indicated that love is the foundation for strong families, there is a need for 
more opportunities for families to exercise/play together and that families can thrive when they have strong 
connections to their community. Communities, providers, and families are eager to bolster their support 
young children and their households through access to affordable and quality early childhood programs, and 
meeting basic needs like housing and hunger are important to these Alaskans. Funding of early childhood care 
and education and ensured access to basic needs, including full spectrum health care, were consistently iden-
tified by survey respondents as priorities for communities to be able to better serve young children and their 
families. The survey responses were considered along the the stakeholder session themes as the plan content 
was developed, reviewed and finalized.

STRATEGIC PLANNING NEXT STEPS

The stakeholder engagement activities and JTF efforts during 2019 and 2020 were integral to the development
of the strategic plan. During March 2020, final plan content was refined after consideration of all the collected
data and stakeholder input. This document will be available as a reference to all Alaskans as the early child-
hood strategic plan is implemented.


