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Overview
The Virginia Early Childhood Foundation (VECF) is a public-private partnership whose mission is to provide leadership to foster Smart Beginnings for all young children in Virginia and, through them, a vital future for the commonwealth. VECF provides support to Smart Beginnings coalitions throughout Virginia and contracted with Altarum Institute to provide support in refining their assessment and support process and in evaluating progress toward the building of effective coalitions. As part of this process, Altarum conducted interviews with coordinators from a subset of eight Smart Beginnings coalitions: one Planning, five Getting Ready, and two Sustaining grantees. These interviews were conducted in the fall of 2011 and focused on getting feedback from the coordinators on the changes that VECF has implemented over the past year to strengthen their technical assistance, including revising their assessment and strategic planning model and developing tools focused on coalition development. Section II of this report summarizes the interview analysis and includes their feedback on the technical assistance changes, the specific methods, and recommendations for improvement. Section III includes a summary of coordinators’ thoughts on the toolkit and recommendations for potential changes. 
Technical Assistance
The coordinators interviewed represented coalitions with a wide range of needs. A few coalitions had few technical assistance (TA) needs and provided minimal feedback on their experience with VECF program officers. For those coordinators who did request and receive TA, it was related to the primary coalition activities and was provided in the key areas of coalition functioning and meeting planning; recruiting and establishing the leadership council and defining roles; public engagement, advocacy and communications activities; completing the needs assessment and strategic plan; resource development and fund raising; as well as specific support on early childhood topics.
Several coordinators indicated that they were pleased with the TA structure that VECF has put in place as well as with efforts to improve this structure. When asked about whether coordinators have noticed changes in TA, most did notice improvements and had positive remarks. Several acknowledged how VECF has been responsive to grantees’ feedback and made efforts to implement the coordinators’ suggestions and improve the TA and reporting process for grantees. 
Feedback on TA Methods
Several coordinators feel that TA has improved consistently over the past few years and appreciate the articles and other resources that are being shared with grantees, such as the guide focused on the Virginia Star Quality Initiative. Most have noticed greater efforts to maintain regular communication with grantees and share information, such as through the newsletter, conference calls, and in-person meetings. One coordinator really appreciates the updates that are sent out periodically by VECF and likes the ability to review the content when time allows. The updates also help coordinators stay abreast of the research in the field. Several coordinators provided positive feedback on the conference calls and feel they have been effective. The opportunity to connect with other grantees and ask questions of one another was seen as most valuable. One person noted the call around resource development was particularly informative. 
Whatever the format, coordinators are most interested in hearing examples of activities being implemented by other grantees in the region or by grantee type. Several coordinators mentioned that the regional meetings organized by their program officer have been an enormous support for the work they are doing and useful to see how grantees are approaching similar issues. Others also had favorable opinions of the grantee-specific conference calls or in-person meetings. When talking about the in-person meetings, several coordinators raised the challenge of how best to structure these meetings. A few coordinators felt that being able to meet with their respective grantees at the same developmental level was the best use of their time. Having to participate in the broader group discussions was not always considered helpful. One coordinator, who attended the in-person meeting focused on planning and assessment, found the meeting to be a frustrating experience, was overwhelmed by the amount of content covered, and felt it was not applicable to their work because it was far beyond their stage as a coalition. This finding is consistent with findings from the earlier set of interviews conducted as part of Altarum’s work with VECF which noted that one of the biggest challenges in providing TA is addressing the needs of coalitions at different stages of development. 
Experience with Technical Assistance 
Overall, most coordinators received TA primarily from their program officer and were pleased with the TA provided. They reported having established good relationships such that they feel comfortable approaching their program officer with any questions or issues and also noted that program officers seemed to work well together. Program officers sent out information and tools that were applicable to all their grantees but, in most cases, the TA was tailored to the specific coordinator or coalition. Program officers also provided opportunities for peer support by arranging calls or meetings for groups of grantees. 
Most coordinators had very positive comments about the TA they have received from their program officer and described it as excellent, helpful, and responsive. One coordinator shared that her program officer has been particularly effective at framing the goals and activities of Smart Beginnings in a way that makes them seem less daunting and more doable. In the cases when their program officer was unsure or unable to respond to specific questions, she was able to conduct research and then follow up with a timely response. Coordinators have particularly appreciated when program officers have been able to share approaches used by other grantees as well as samples and templates. One area of frustration has been adjusting to changes implemented by VECF, such as in the reporting requirements. 
A few coordinators experienced the revised assessment and planning process and, overall, felt it worked well and found it useful to have the tools to guide the process. A few communities worked with other consultants to guide them through their assessment and planning process with mixed results. In one community, having support from the consultant was critical to their success because they were struggling to identify priorities that all coalition members could embrace. An outside consultant was able to facilitate a day-long process that helped them structure the process of developing their strategic plan, and coalition members reported having a positive experience. In another community, using a consultant to facilitate strategic planning conversations became challenging because the facilitator and program officer were delivering conflicting messages. After some re-grouping, they were able to get back on track and complete the process, but it was frustrating for some coalition members. In addition to the TA provided by program officers, coordinators reported receiving TA from other VECF staff, including other program officers and the communications staff members. 
Recommendations to Improve TA
Although most coordinators had positive comments regarding the TA received, they shared the following recommendations about how TA could be improved. 
Enhance orientation for new coordinators. Several coordinators felt that during their first year it would have been useful to have additional support to help clarify expectations around the grant activities and to provide the needed context about their work and how it fits into other activities taking place at the state and federal levels. One coordinator mentioned that, given the complexity of the early childhood system, having someone at VECF describe the big picture would have been helpful, especially as the coordinators began forming their coalition and recruiting members for the leadership council. A few coordinators described feeling overwhelmed when they first started and would have appreciated more hands-on support from their program officers to help prioritize their work, helping them identify where to start, and the best use of their time, especially in the first few months. One coordinator mentioned that she eventually approached her program officer for assistance but wished they would have spoken sooner. 
Provide additional opportunities to learn from other grantees. All coordinators agreed that the most useful support they receive is having the opportunity to learn about each others’ work and ask questions of other grantees. Coordinators would like VECF to create additional opportunities for grantees to share what has worked well and what has not worked well. A few coordinators mentioned continuing to use the in-person meetings to network with other grantees, but also brought up the possibility of additional tools, such as a Web-based message board where coordinators could post questions to each other. There was mention that a coordinator listserv was established by region, but that it should be promoted more by VECF because it is not well utilized. Learning more about each others’ activities could also promote greater collaboration among grantees, especially those in the same region. 
In addition to the above suggestions, coordinators identified the following as areas where they would like additional TA. 
Resource development and finance. Almost all coordinators identified this as critical to infrastructure development and an area of need. The need for a focus on resource development was stressed by coordinators who are not as familiar with community resources and may need more support on sustainability planning such as blending funds and services. Coordinators also look to VECF to share information about potential funding, including local, state, and federally-funded opportunities. 
Communications. Several coordinators need additional support around communications and feel that VECF should coordinate the development of communications materials across all the grantees. For example, coordinators suggested VECF could develop materials for specific audiences that describe early childhood issues, the connection between early childhood and future workforce, and the impact that early investment can make on parents and families. Having standard marketing materials that could be tailored by each local coalition would be a big support considering that producing these types of materials can be a significant cost and investment of staff time. 
Advocacy. A few coordinators mentioned having a training on the basics of advocacy would be useful in helping them engage local and statewide elected officials. Other coordinators mentioned that they expect VECF to serve as a state-level advocate for the importance of early childhood and effective early childhood policy and would like to see VECF take a stronger role than they are currently playing. They would also like VECF to communicate more about the role it is playing at the state level and how that can complement the work they are doing at the community level.
Data. Although some coordinators did mention that recent changes in data collection procedures by the Virginia Department of Education will improve this process, several coordinators mentioned struggling with gathering and interpreting data and would appreciate additional support in this area. 
Smart Beginnings Toolkit
As with the TA experience, use of the toolkit varied considerably across coalitions. Some coordinators reviewed the toolkit but have not used any of the tools, while others have used the toolkit materials extensively. In some cases, the tools were not used because coalitions were well developed and did not need guidance in recruiting members of their leadership council, implementing their governance structure, or completing their assessment and strategic plan. One coordinator in the process of changing the coalition structure thought the tools could be helpful, but preferred using tools he has developed over his career. In other cases, coordinators expected to use the public engagement and sustainability tools as they progressed. 
Coordinators have also used the toolkit materials in a variety of ways. Some found it helpful to review the content alone, while others used the tools as designed. Overall, comments on the toolkit were favorable. Although one coordinator stated the content was basic and seemed most appropriate for coordinators with minimal experience, others found the content useful in outlining the important concepts in their coalition work. For example, it was helpful to see the infrastructure categories presented in the “Theory of Change.” 
The coordinators who used the tools most extensively reported that the information was straightforward and easy to use, organization of the toolkit made sense, and the directions were clear. One coordinator felt the progression of the tools made sense, beginning with self-assessment, moving to assessment of coalition members and the leadership council, and then focusing on relationships with the community. This coordinator reported that the leadership and membership tools helped her identify her strengths as a leader and determine which organizations were missing from their leadership council. Another coordinator commented that the tools were helpful in knowing what kind of governance structure should be in place. Everyone agreed that the templates were most useful, especially for new coordinators who were unsure of expectations. Having samples and templates such as the membership MOU and by-laws template was a major time saver for coordinators developing these documents. 
While the SB coordinators were considered the intended users, it was expected that members of the leadership council could also find them helpful, but a couple of coordinators experienced some resistance from their leadership councils when the suggestion was made to use the tools during coalition meetings. One council preferred to not use the membership tool as designed and wanted to approach their discussion on recruitment in a different way. Another council felt it was burdensome and one more thing to complete. The coordinator was disappointed that the leadership council did not see the value of the tools but was optimistic that members would use them in the future as their understanding of their work as a coalition improved and their buy-in increased. The tools have been used beyond the intended audience of Smart Beginnings coalitions. For example, the tools have been shared with other organizations and state initiatives and have been found to be a useful coalition building tool. 
Assessment and Planning Tools
The assessment and planning tools were the most commonly used tools and the ones coordinators mentioned as most helpful. The information on the assessment and planning sections were described as thorough and inclusive. One coordinator commented that the step-by-step process outlining the strategic plan does a good job of detailing VECF’s expectations for the strategic plan. Another coordinator who is expecting to re-evaluate their strategic plan found it helpful to look at the content, shared some of the assessment tools with the leadership council, and likes the suggestion of collecting more qualitative information, such as through focus groups. 
As with the other sections of the toolkit, the templates were the most useful tools. Several coordinators commented about the usefulness of the sample interview, survey, and focus group questions. Several coordinators described how these questions were a good starting point in helping their coalition think through the information that was potentially important to gather from community members. They selected the questions that worked well for their community and then added as necessary. Another coordinator thought the outcomes form was a useful guide to data collection and shared it with surrounding localities. 
Recommendations to Improve the Toolkit 
Several coordinators commented on the amount of information included in the toolkit and felt it was overwhelming to digest. This was particularly true of new coordinators who wished their program officers had provided more guidance on using the toolkit. For example, they would have appreciated the program officer identifying the tools that would have been most useful as new coordinators. Another coordinator suggested that introducing the toolkit one section at a time as opposed to receiving the entire set of documents, might have worked better. In terms of potential changes to the tools, the following suggestions were made: 
Offer the entire toolkit as a Web-based document, making it easier to access; and 
Expand the sustainability tools to include more specific information on resource development. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The point about expanding information available on resource development was made several times in the interview and in other venues, and VECF is in the process of developing materials and tools to support coalition resource development. 
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