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Nebraska Early Childhood Education (ECE) Grant Program – Ages 3-5  
 

Purpose 

 
The Nebraska Early Childhood Education (ECE) Grant Program – Ages 3-5 is designed to 

award state funds to public schools or Educational Service Units (ESUs) to assist in the 

operation of comprehensive early childhood education programs intended to support the 

learning and development of children who are three- and four-years old.   The programs 

increase opportunities for at-risk children to participate in early childhood education programs 

by creating new, expanded and/or combined programs funded with school district funds, 

federal funds, and/or parent fees, and involve collaboration with Head Start and other 

community programs.  The purpose of the Nebraska ECE Grant Program is to provide high 

quality early childhood education program experiences that assist children to reach their full 

potential and increase the likelihood of their later success in school.  Major emphases for the 

ECE Grant Programs include:  

 

 Support for inclusive, integrated programs/services for categorically and economically 

diverse groups of children.  The intent is to help communities move away from categorical 

delivery models to inclusive service delivery models. 

 Attention to research-based elements of effective programs.  These include:  teachers trained 

to work with young children; optimum adult/child ratios and group size; sufficient intensity 

and duration of programs; a curriculum based on knowledge about child growth and 

development, including an emphasis on age-appropriate language and early literacy 

experiences; and ongoing program improvement processes. 

 A strong emphasis on family participation, in recognition of the critical role of parents in 

assuring that children grow up in positive, supportive environments that encourage their 

early development and learning. 

 

Early Childhood Education Programs in Nebraska 

A total of 75 districts or Education Service Units were funded by either Early Childhood 

Education(ECE) Grant Program  funds, Equalization Aid (districts were eligible who had a 

grant for three years or more), or a combination of Equalization Aid and a partial early 

childhood education grant.  In the 2008-2009 program year, the Nebraska Department of 

Education provided ECE Grant Program funds to 52 districts or Educational Service Units 

(ESUs), with 20 districts receiving a combination of grant funding and Equalization Aid.  

Equalization Aid completely replaced grant funds in 23 districts.   ECE Grant Programs have 

been funded from one to seventeen years. 
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      ECE Grant Programs                    

 

 

Program Description 
 

ECE Grant Programs offered either part day (less than 6 hours) or full day (6 hours or more) 

classroom programming.  The majority offered half day sessions.   A total of 62 districts 

provided part day, 10 districts provided full day programs and three offer both part and full 

day. Part day programs were offered an average of 14.9 hours per week.  Full day programs 

were offered an average of 32.15 hours per week.  Total hours per year for part-day programs 

averaged 526.58.  Full-day programs averaged 1094.4 hours per week.  For children to benefit 

from the programs, it is important for them to participate in the program.   Child program 

attendance was reported.  Overall, children participated in the program 91% of the days that 

were offered.   

 

Rule 11 Regulations for Early Childhood Education Programs require that teachers have a 

Nebraska Teaching Certificate with an endorsement in early childhood education, preschool 

disabilities, early childhood special education, or early childhood education unified.  The 

number of teachers with early childhood education unified and early childhood endorsements 

in more than one category increased this past year.  If a district is unable to hire a teacher with 

one of the early childhood endorsements, the teacher must have a current teaching certificate 

and must file a plan with NDE to complete the early childhood endorsement.  Seven teachers 

have an approved plan to add an early childhood endorsement.  The early childhood 

endorsements of the ECE Grant Program teachers are summarized in the following table:   
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Total  

Teachers 

With 

Endorsements  

Early Childhood 

Education 

Preschool 

Disabilities/Early 

Childhood Special 

Education  

Early Childhood 

Education Unified  

Endorsement in 

More than One 

Early Childhood 

Category  

 

# 113 81 7 12 13 

 

Children Served 

The ECE Grant Programs are required to serve children in inclusive classrooms that represent 

the range of abilities and disabilities of the children and the social, linguistic, and economic 

diversity of the community.  The ECE Grant Programs target prekindergarten-age children: 

1) whose family income qualified them for participation in the federal free or reduced 

lunch program, 

2) who reside in a home where a language other than English is used as the primary means 

of communication,  

3) who were born prematurely or at low birth weight as verified by a physician, or 

4) whose parents were younger than eighteen or who have not completed high school. 

In 2008-09, a total of 2,723 children were served across the 75 programs.  This represents an 

increase of 424 children from the 2007-08 school year.  The single largest racial/ethnic group 

reported was White, not Hispanic (61%), followed by Hispanic (28%).  ECE Grant Programs are 

designed to serve three and four year old children.  Four-year olds are the largest group served.  

A small number of five-year old children were served if it was determined by their 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) team that the child’s needs could not be met in the 

kindergarten classroom.  

 

Report of Children Served – By Age Report of Children Served – By Race/ 

Ethnicity 

  

3 years
28%

4 years
69%

5 years
3%

White
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Distribution of Funding 

 

Total

$14,115,766

State

$7,684,420

Federal

$4,324,810 Local

$2,106,536

The ECE Grant Programs primarily served children from low-income families.  A total of 59% 

of all children served were eligible for free or reduced lunch.   Many children (27%) had a 

primary home language other than English.  The programs served a very small number of 

children (3%) who were premature or low birth weight.  Some children (7%) had parents who 

were less than 18 years of age or were not high school graduates.   

 

Funding for the Nebraska Early Childhood Education Grant Programs 
 
Each program used funding from multiple sources.  In addition to the ECE Grant Program 

funds, funding included, but was not limited to:  federal funds (Head Start, Even Start, and 

Special Education), local district funds, and parent fees.   

 

Overall, operational budgets  

totaled $14,115, 766 in the 2008-

2009 program year.  This amount 

included grant funds plus the 

contributions of the districts and 

their partners.  A total of 15 

funding sources were used.  The 

largest categories of funding 

included:  

 TEEOSA funds (28%), 

 Nebraska ECE Grant 

Program funds (26%),  

 federal Head Start funds 

(15%), 

 local district funds (13%), 

and 

 state and federal special 

education funds (11%).   

 

 

Results Matter in Nebraska: Outcomes for ECE Grant Programs  
 

Results Matter in Nebraska is a child, family, and program outcomes measurement system 

designed and implemented to improve programs and supports for all young children birth to 

age five, served through school districts, ESUs, the Early Development Network and 

community partners.  This report will provide a summary of the evaluation of the Early 

Childhood Education Grant Program related to each of these Results Matter outcome areas.   
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Program Outcomes 
 
Quality early childhood education programs have been linked to immediate, positive 

developmental outcomes, as well as long-term positive academic performance (Gerber E.B., M. 

Whitebook, & R.S. Weinstein. 2007. At the heart of child care: Predictors of teacher sensitivity in 

center-based child care. Early Childhood Research Quarterly 22 (3): 327–46).  Environment rating 

measures were used to evaluate the quality of the Early Childhood Education Grant Programs.  

 

Methodology 

 
The quality of the ECE Grant Programs was measured using the Early Childhood Environment 

Ratings Scale-Revised (ECERS-R) (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 1998) and the Early Language and 

Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) (Smith, Dickinson, Sangeorge & Anastasopulous, 

2002).  The Department of Education required that the ECE Grant Programs achieve the quality 

standard of 5 or higher (on a scale of 1 to 7) as well as achieve a score of 5 or better on each of 

the 7 subscales of the ECERS-R. Programs were required to achieve a score of 67% or better on 

each of the 3 subscales the ELLCO.  Data were obtained by completing the ECERS-R and the 

ELLCO on at least half the classrooms for each funded program.   

 

Results: Environment Rating Scales 

 
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS-R) was used to evaluate the 

overall quality of the classrooms.  A total of 86 classrooms were observed in the fall of 2008. Of 

these, 84% of the classrooms had an overall rating of 5 or higher.  There was improvement 

across classrooms in and across a majority of assessment areas when the spring ratings were 

completed with 93% meeting or exceeding a rating of 5.  The highest scores across classrooms 

(average ratings of 6 or greater) included language-reasoning, interactions, program structure, 

and supports for parents and staff.   When programs scored below a 5 on the ECERS-R, the 

subscales most often not met were personal care routines, activities, and space and furnishings.  

The following two graphs describe the areas of strength and areas that need to be improved by 

displaying the percent of classrooms that met the quality standard in each area.  Programs that 

did not meet the quality standard developed a plan to improve their programs.   

 

 

 

        



                                                                     Annual Evaluation Report for the 2008-2009 Program Year                                         

                                                                            Nebraska Early Childhood Education Grant Program - Ages 3-5 

6 

  Results: Early Language and Literacy Classroom Observation 

 
The Early Language and Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) (Smith, Dickinson, 

Sangeorge, and Anastasopoulos, 2002) was used to measure how the classroom environment 

supports children’s language and literacy development.  The ELLCO is composed of three 

areas: the Literacy 

Environment Checklist 

(summarizes the 

organization and 

contents of the 

classroom); the 

Classroom Observation 

(gathers objective 

ratings of the language 

and literacy 

environment of the 

classroom); and the 

Literacy Activities 

Rating Scale 

(summarizes the 

information on the 

nature and duration of 

the observed literacy 

 

Areas of Strength: Subscales for which most 

classrooms met the state standard 

 

 

 

 

 

Areas Targeted for Improvement: Subscales for 

which fewest classrooms met the state standard 
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activities).   The majority of the classrooms (87%) achieved a score above the quality standard 

for the overall ELLCO rating.     

 

Accreditation 

 

National accreditation through the National Association for the Education of Young Children 

(NAEYC) continues to be a major tool for assessing program quality and assuring that families 

have input into the design and operation of the program.  A total of 19 programs are accredited 

by NAEYC.   

 

Summary:   Programs are of High Quality 

 

External observers were used to collect measured classroom quality data, including broad 

classroom environment quality and specific focus on language and literacy supports.  These 

data suggest that ECE Grant Program classrooms overall demonstrated quality environments 

for young children, including provision of rich language and literacy environments. Three areas 

emerged for further improvement including personal care routines, space and furnishings, and 

activities.  NDE provided technical assistance for program growth and continuous 

improvement to the programs.    

 

 

Child Outcomes 
 
There is strong evidence pointing to the benefits of high-quality early childhood education on 

child outcomes.    High quality programs support children’s learning skills and social 

competence that lead to better school readiness skills and yield substantial long term benefits 

(American Educational Research Association, 2005).    
 

Methodology 

 

Each school district or ESU chose from among three state approved assessments [High/Scope 

Child Observations Record (COR), Creative Curriculum Developmental Continuum (CCDC), or 

Assessment, Evaluation, and Programming System (AEPS)] to use in their program.  These 

observational assessments provide a broad range of evidence that is based on children’s 

performance in their everyday routines and activities. High/Scope COR was used by the largest 

number of programs.  Approximately 20% of the children assessed had an IEP.    

  



                                                                     Annual Evaluation Report for the 2008-2009 Program Year                                         

                                                                            Nebraska Early Childhood Education Grant Program - Ages 3-5 

8 

Four-Year-Old Outcomes across Developmental Domains  

 
 

For children who were four at the end of the school year and 

would be entering kindergarten in the fall, Nebraska set a 

benchmark (based on input from the publisher) for a rating 

of “proficient” on the Creative Curriculum Developmental 

Continuum.  To date, CCDC is the only one of the three 

assessments used in Results Matter that provides a 

recommended benchmark for kindergarten eligible children.  

This benchmark, which is a score of five on a six point scale, 

represents expected competencies at the close of the school 

year. These competencies were aligned with the Nebraska 

Early Learning Guidelines.  This benchmark was applied to each developmental domain.  The 

results indicated that 93% of the children met the benchmark for their overall score in the 

spring, compared to 18% that met the benchmark in the fall.  The highest percent of children 

were proficient in the areas of social-emotional and physical development.  Children who were 

English language learners displayed skills that were similar to those shown by their English 

speaking peers.  
 

 

 

Percent of 4 year olds that Scored Proficient or Higher based on State Benchmark 
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Outcomes across Functional Areas for Preschool Children (Ages Three to Five Years)   

 

Analysis of the data for Results Matter is based on three functional outcomes:  

a) children have “positive social relationships”, b) children “acquire and use knowledge and 

skills” including early language/communication, and c) children take actions to meet their 

needs.  Data was based on the results from CCDC assessment for those children that had fall 

and spring data.  Data was analyzed in two ways: a) the percent of children whose score 

indicated they were developing typically (40th percentile or higher) and b) the percent of 

children who were below age expectations and substantially increased their rate of growth.   

 
NOTE: The 40th percentile and above represents children that are within the average range and 

have an approximate standard score of 95 (based on 100 as a mean). The figures below illustrate 

this data across outcome areas.   

  

Percent of Children who Improved their Growth Trajectories –  

All ECE Grant Program Children 
 

 

 

 

By spring, at least 93% of the children were demonstrating age expected skills. Of the children 

scoring below the 40th percentile in the fall, over 95% made better than expected growth by the 

spring of 2009, suggesting growth trajectory changes that helped to close the gap in skills.  
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The same analyses were completed for children who were English language learners.  The 

results showed that children in the spring had similar outcomes as their English speaking peers.   

They were also making similar gain patterns over time, suggesting the services were equally 

effective for this population of children. 

 

 

Percent  of Children Below Age Expectations that Made Better than 

Expected Growth- Children who are English Language 

Learners 

 
 

 

 

 

 

A Snapshot of the Preschool Child Outcome Findings 

 
The program made a difference for children 

 By the end of the school year, 93% of the kindergarten 

eligible children were proficient in the spring based on 

state benchmarks.  Services were equally effective for 

children who were English language learners and their 

English speaking peers.   

 By spring, at least 93% of the children were scoring at or above average in all functional 

outcomes.   
 The majority of preschool children made trajectory changes in development that helped 

to close the gap in skills.    
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 The majority of four-year-

old children met the state 

benchmark across 

developmental areas. 
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School Age Outcomes: A Longitudinal Perspective  

 
The Nebraska ECE Grant Program is designed to assist schools and educational service units in 

providing high quality programs that lead to positive long-term outcomes for young children, 

including continuing success in school. Based on the targeted population, which would be 

characterized as “at-risk”, the goal is to have the students achieve at academic levels 

comparable to or higher than their classroom peers.  Therefore, students meeting or exceeding 

content standards would be considered equal to or above their peers.   

 

Nebraska Student-Based, Teacher-Led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS) Outcomes. 

Performance by students who attended an ECE Grant Program was compared to all Nebraska 

children of the same grade and to children who were eligible for Free and Reduced Lunch (FRL) 

at the 3rd, 4th, 5th, 8th, and 11th grade.  Across all grade levels, currently 20% of the students who 

had attended an ECE Grant Program had an IEP.  The following figures show the comparisons 

across groups.     

 
 

Percent of Students that Met or Exceeded Standards in Reading:   

A Comparison of Former ECE Grant Program Students with NE Peers 
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Percent of Students that Met or Exceeded Standards in Math:  

A Comparison of Former ECE Grant Program Students with NE Peers 

 

 

 

Percent of Students that Met or Exceeded Standards in Writing:   

A Comparison of Former ECE Grant Program Students with NE Peers 
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Percent of Students that Met or Exceeded Standards in Science:   
A Comparison of Former ECE Grant Program Students with NE Peers 

 
 

The STARS results indicate:  

 A higher percent of ECE Grant Program students met state standards than students who 

were eligible for FRL except in the area of 4th grade writing.  

 In reading, ECE Grant Program students obtained similar levels of proficiency or out-

performed their peers.  

 In math, ECE Grant Program students have slightly lower percentages meeting the 

standards in 3rd and 5th grades, but exceeded their peers in 4th and 11th grade.  

 In writing, the percentages of ECE Grant Program students who met district standards 

were lower in 4th, but were comparable in both 8th and 11th grades.   

 In science, ECE Grant Program students had slightly lower percentages than their peers 

in 4th grade, but exceeded their peers in 8th and 11th grades.  

 The only area and grade level that former ECE Grant Program students scored 

significantly lower than their peers was in 4th grade writing.   

 

A Snapshot of the K-12 Student Outcome Findings:  Children are Successful in School. 

 

The majority of the K-12 students who participated in an ECE Grant Program:  

 Out-performed students who were eligible for FRL on Nebraska STARS outcomes in all content 

areas.  

 Performed similarly to their peers across the majority of the academic areas and across grade 

levels.  The only exception was in 4th grade writing. 

By the time the students were in school, the gap was narrowed or eliminated between at-risk students 

and their more advantaged peers across all academic areas.  
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Summary of Evaluation Findings 
 
In 2008-2009 the Nebraska Early Childhood Education Grant Program served a total of 2,723 

young children and their families in school district or ESU programs.  This reflected an increase 

of approximately 424 children enrolled from the previous year.  The majority of the children 

were four-year-olds from families that were eligible for free and/or reduced lunch.  

 

Quality early childhood education environments are being provided through the Nebraska 

Early Childhood Education Grant Program.  This is reflected in good to excellent average 

ratings across programs on the program evaluation measures, indicating a trend toward 

exemplary language and literacy practices. Three areas consistently receiving lower ratings 

were personal care routines, space and furnishings, and activities.  

 

Participation in high quality experiences for young children resulted in immediate short-term 

benefits as reflected in high numbers of four-year-old children achieving proficiency across 

developmental domains.  In addition, all preschool children demonstrated substantial gains 

over the year with respect to functional outcomes.  The majority of children who were below 

age expectations in the fall made greater than expected progress throughout the year.  Positive 

long-term academic outcomes were demonstrated.  The majority of children met or exceeded 

standards in reading, writing and math.  When comparisons were made to Nebraska State 

Composite scores, the achievement gap was narrowed or eliminated between the at-risk 

population and their more advantaged peers at most grade levels.   

 

 

 

  

  

   

 

 

 

 

 

The results of this evaluation clearly indicate that Nebraska’s investment in the Early Childhood 

Education Grant Program – Ages 3-5 yields positive outcomes for the young children served.  

Immediate short-term outcomes are realized as reflected in documented substantial learning 

and developmental gains.  Longitudinal data suggest continued positive long-term outcomes as 

the children served in these programs experienced academic success.  The evidence 

demonstrates that documented success during the preschool years was maintained through the 

school years and may be one factor in closing the gap between at-risk children and their more 

advantaged peers.  The ECE Grant Program is a successful step to ensure all children meet their 

potential.  
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