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EARLY CHILDHOOD SPECIALIST 
The *Early Childhood Specialist (ECS) is the catalyst for continuous quality 
improvement for each Great Start Readiness Program (GSRP).  Through 
observation and feedback, the ECS supports teaching teams and site administrators 
to provide high-quality preschool with fidelity to the GSRP model. The ECS 
confidently advocates for children, families and teachers to ensure appropriate 
decisions be made about the program.  The ECS position is prominently featured in 
the ISD Program Evaluation policy. 

Intermediate School Districts (ISDs) may employ/contract with qualified ECS to 
carry out the requirements specific to GSRP or may allow some or all subrecipients 
to contract with a qualified ECS to carry out the requirements specific to the grant. 
One person may not be employed to fill both a lead teacher position and an early 
childhood specialist position. The local program administrator may be the ECS, if 
qualified.   

To be hired or contracted as an ECS, a candidate must have: 

• A graduate degree in early childhood education or child development.   

• Five or more years of relevant job experience in early childhood education 
(such as working with young children in a group setting, program planning 
and implementation, program evaluation, staff supervision/development and 
program management). 

*At times, ISDs are unable to identify a well-qualified candidate to fill an ECS 
position after an extensive search. In that case, the ECC should contact the 
assigned consultant.    

Before or immediately after being engaged, the ECS must acquire: 

• Knowledge of the Early Childhood Standards of Quality for Pre-Kindergarten 
(ECSQ-PK). 

• Knowledge of GSRP requirements as outlined in the GSRP Implementation 
Manual. 

• Knowledge of State of Michigan Licensing Rules for Child Care Centers. 

• Status as a reliable assessor in the Preschool Program Quality Assessment 
(PQA) (recertified annually). 

• Formal training in the selected approved curriculum, child assessment and 
screening tools of the classrooms supported.  Formal training is defined as 
comprehensive training in full implementation of a tool, completed by a 
certified trainer of the tool. 

The ISD must ensure that those employed or contracted to fill the ECS position are 
able to perform the following functions for each assigned classroom: 

http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,4615,7-140-63533_50451-193806--,00.html
http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,4615,7-140-63533_50451-217313--,00.html
http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,4615,7-140-63533_50451-217313--,00.html
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/lara/BCAL_PUB_8_3_16_523999_7.pdf
http://www.highscope.org/Content.asp?ContentId=116
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• Visit each classroom at least monthly during the program year for the 
purposes of supporting the teaching team.  Visits should include time to 
coach teaching teams, e.g., modeling strategies with children, observing and 
providing immediate feedback on techniques or interactions, attending home 
visits/conferences, having informal conversation with teaching teams on self-
assessment of their progress and areas they may desire additional support.  
‘Walkthroughs’ that last only a few minutes are not sufficient to meet this 
requirement. 

• Support each teaching team to implement the comprehensive curriculum and 
ongoing child assessment tool with validity to the exclusion of supplemental 
curriculums and assessments unless the process for approval has been 
completed and approved.  The ECS monitors formal training in the tools for 
both the lead and associate teacher.   

• Monitor quantity and quality of narrative anecdotal evidence entered into the 
child assessment tool by each teaching team, supporting continuous 
purposeful analysis of child progress to inform reporting to parents, lesson 
planning and foster intentional whole group instruction, as well as respond to 
small group and individual child needs.  

• Participate in consistent documentation of work across the ISD, documenting 
each classroom visit.  For example, coaching models offer a system to help 
ECS to document approaches with unique teaching teams, coaching logs, 
observation summaries, coaching plans/goal-setting, coaching reflections and 
follow-up with teaching teams. 

• Be available for teaching teams between visits as needed. 
• Observe minimally, one entire class session and complete the end-of-year 

PQA Form A during the time frame established by OGS. 
• Use PQA results and child outcome data with each teaching teams to set 

goals for the program and identify areas for professional development. 
• Ensure each teaching team has access to necessary professional 

development.  The ECS approves early childhood professional development 
calendars for the lead teacher, associate teacher and support staff. 

• If applicable, monitor and support successful completion of compliance plans 
for lead and associate teachers.  The ECS signature is required on each 
compliance plan. The ECS can provide support by helping to connect teaching 
staff with an institution of higher education academic advisor who can 
arrange a schedule of coursework to meet the two-year timeframe, 
encourage staff through coursework by discussing the new learning and 
supporting practice of new strategies.  The ECS can help to advocate with the 
subrecipient if release time or financial assistance is needed for courses, fees 
or textbooks. The ECS contract accommodates the intensive support and 
additional classroom visits, coaching and consultation that staff members 
with incomplete credentialing require. 

 
 
Additional ECS responsibilities which may have unique assignment-configurations 
across ISDs: 
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• Acting as a leader in local or subrecipient-level data analysis team (See the 
Program Evaluation section of the Implementation Manual for more 
information on the data analysis team.  

• Ensuring that program evaluation reports are shared with the GSRP Early 
Childhood Contact (ECC), subrecipient administration and GSRP Parent 
Advisory Committee(s). 

• Helping to design annual, data-driven professional development calendars for 
teaching teams. 

• Facilitating meaningful professional development. 
• Acting as a primary program contact with subrecipient administration. 
• Providing input on classroom needs to ensure program funds are used 

appropriately, particularly using knowledge of classroom needs when 
recommending approval/rejection of capital outlay requests. 

• Supporting the alignment of GSRP with K-12 and children’s transition into 
kindergarten. 

• Supporting programs to access resources, including the Michigan 
Collaborative Early Childhood Conference (MCECC), Resource Centers and 
the Great Start to Quality Rating System. 

• Assuring teacher documentation of quality parent involvement, follow up on 
referrals, see Form A item. 

• Following up with the appropriate administrators if aware that licensing 
requirements are not met. 

• Attend ISD ECS meetings and professional development. 
• Completing PQA Form B for each subrecipient.  

 
Additionally, the ISD must ensure that each ECS has support to engage in 
appropriate professional development opportunities to remain up-to-date with: 
early childhood education theories and practices; with supported developmental 
screening, ongoing assessment tools, comprehensive curricula; and, with coaching 
and mentoring processes. 
 

• The ECS attends meaningful, high quality professional development events, 
such as the MCECC, the MiAEYC Michigan Professional Development Institute 
and/or the HighScope International Conference and Research Symposium.   

• The ECS has opportunities to reflect on the ECS role and responsibilities with 
peers more than once per year. 

Assigning Classrooms 
Each ISD has a unique system for meeting the requirements of the program. Within 
those systems, the ECS is the key to ensuring that each child engages in a high-
quality preschool experience that has fidelity to the GSRP model.  It is this 
experience that leads to the child outcomes GSRP has been proven to deliver.  
 
In determining ECS classroom assignments and other duties, the ISD is responsible 
first and foremost for assuring the ECS’s role in coaching and supporting the 
teaching team. As the ECC designs the system of ECS supports for the ISD and 
assigns classrooms to individual ECS, consider the following elements: 
 

http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Program_Evaluation_August_2014_466771_7.pdf
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• Required ECS functions and the hours needed to complete them. 
• Additional functions the ISD assigns to ECS and the hours needed to 

complete them. 
• Expertise and experience of the ECS. 
• Experience of the subrecipient and teaching team(s) with operating a 

preschool program, maintaining a child care license, and meeting GSRP 
requirements.  For example, the ECC plans increase classroom visits and/or 
more intensive support for beginning teachers, teachers new to GSRP or 
teachers that have less-than-expected program quality. 

• Number of assigned subrecipients, sites, and classrooms. 
• Geographic location of the assigned classrooms and amount of travel time 

between sites. 
• Relationships between the ECS and teaching teams, especially if ECS are 

monitoring teaching staff as well as coaching them. 
 
It is the responsibility of the ISD to ensure that all ECS requirements are being 
met. The following documentation must be completed or reviewed by the ECC, 
submitted to the Office of Great Start (OGS) as required, and kept on file for review 
during on-site monitoring visits. 
 

• A plan detailing ECS responsibilities and contracted hours using the template 
provided by OGS.  The plan will be submitted to the assigned GSRP 
consultant who will review and work with the ECC through approval. 
Completion of the plan will assist the ECC to ensure all required ECS 
responsibilities and others assigned by the ISD will be accomplished with the 
proposed configuration of staff.  

• A master calendar for all ECS activities, which aligns with PQA reporting 
requirements, scheduled professional development calendars and meetings 
such as ECS peer group, the local parent advisory meetings, school readiness 
advisory committee, and superintendent/school board meetings. 

• Copies of the ISD-provided classroom visit documentation forms used for 
each visit. The form must include at a minimum the date, the intention of the 
visit (e.g. administration of the PQA, coach on appropriate teacher-initiated 
as well as child-initiated portions of the day, coach on family-style meal 
service, review anecdotes and authentic assessment for fidelity and lesson 
planning, child file review, partnership with parents, etc.), method of 
feedback with the lead and associate teachers, observational notes reflecting 
the visit, any expected follow-up on either the part of the ECS or the 
teaching team, and signatures of all members of the teaching team and the 
ECS. The ECS must keep a copy of the form and provide one to the teaching 
team.  The ECC should review documentation periodically to see that 
teaching teams are getting the support needed and that the ECS team 
members are fulfilling the requirements of the position.   

• A position description for every ECS, whether employed or contracted by the 
ISD or subrecipient, that includes the amount of time to be dedicated to 
GSRP work for the year. All position descriptions must be clear in the 
expectations to meet GSRP requirements: classroom observation/program 
evaluation, feedback, ongoing support, meetings, professional development, 
etc. All must include a requirement to attend ISD ECS meetings and 
professional development required for the ECS as well as being available to 
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the ISD or MDE as needed as part of the monitoring process.  References to 
meeting the requirements included in the position description must be 
included in all subrecipient contracts where the subrecipient provides the 
ECS.  

Data Based Decision-making   
GSRP requires that the program be evaluated to provide answers to a few key 
questions: 

• What is working and what needs to be improved? 
• What professional development does staff need to be fully prepared to carry 

out the program with fidelity?  Have teaching teams received professional 
development on data availability, accessibility and use? 

• What experiences need to be added or improved in the classroom for the 
children? 

• Does the program get the results it should for the children?   
• How are parents engaged as active decision makers for the program and in 

an exchange of information around goal setting and progress for their 
children?  

The ECS sets the stage for answering these questions by supporting each teaching 
team in high fidelity use of the ongoing child assessment tool, and through the 
administration of the OnlinePQA. The PQA was developed by the HighScope 
Educational Research Foundation© based on Michigan’s Early Childhood Standards 
of Quality for Prekindergarten and is the program evaluation tool for GSRP. Findings 
show that the practices assessed in the PQA, regardless of the curriculum or 
program in which they are used, are positively and significantly associated with 
children’s development.  See the Program Evaluation section of this manual for 
more information and timelines for OnlinePQA.   

Using the PQA throughout the Year 

Both the ECS and classroom staff receive training in the use of the PQA, ensuring 
shared understanding of the elements of a quality program and how documentation 
is collected to determine accurate scoring.  Only an ECS who is a certified PQA 
reliable assessor completes the observations, interviews and scoring of the 
OnlinePQA for the MDE.  Each ECS participates in the PQA recertification process 
annually to maintain status as a reliable assessor.  Refer to PQA Documentation 
Notes for GSRP for helpful scoring information in the resources for this section.  

Summer 
The ECS designs a relevant and useful professional development (PD) plan each 
year, taking into account patterns in child data, individual needs of the staff, as well 
as the overall training needed to address aggregated data.  PD is connected to the 
ECSQ-PK and the curriculum. Participatory child-learning requires intentional 
teachers; think of this as the ‘plan-do-review’ sequence for adults!  The best PD 
sessions are interactive, with time for collaboration and reflection, and with 
actionable take‐aways for the teaching team.  The PD calendar should address 

http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Program_Evaluation_August_2014_466771_7.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/PQA_Doc_Notes_for_GSRP_FY14_448790_7.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/PQA_Doc_Notes_for_GSRP_FY14_448790_7.pdf
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program orientation, how new staff members are mentored, developmental 
screener/curriculum/child assessment training, in-service training, monthly training 
topics, attendance at MCECC, and contract PD days.   

Effective approaches to professional development may include establishing 
professional learning communities (PLCs) among GSRP teaching teams, where the 
focus is on using data to support the continuum of teaching.  In PLCs, teaching 
teams find support as they hear new ideas, encourage each other and discuss 
implementation issues on an on‐going basis. 

Though the PD plan may be created by the ECS, it should be presented annually to 
the local Advisory Committee for input; this ensures their support of the process.  A 
Sample Professional Development Plan and Recommended Program Evaluation Plan 
can be found in the resources for this section.  The ECS makes sure all materials 
needed to meet the goals will be in classrooms in time for the start of the school 
year, and that all training designated is included in the professional development 
plan for in-service and the upcoming school year.   

Program year 
Shortly after the school year has started and the teaching team and children have 
adjusted, the ECS schedules a visit with each returning teaching team to review the 
results from the full PQA that was completed the previous spring when the 
program- and classroom-level goals were developed.  An observation centered on 
those goals takes place.  The ECS sets up a time, within two weeks, to meet in a 
comfortable place with the teaching team without interruptions to discuss the PQA 
results and child outcome data.  Depending on the needs of the teaching team, 
feedback may be given on the whole PQA, partial PQA or by item in one/or multiple 
meetings. Strengths are discussed first and then areas for improvement.  The ECS 
is objective, factual and keeps the child in the heart of all discussions.  

A full PQA Form A (Classroom Items) is administered to set a baseline for new 
teaching teams in the areas of the classroom environment, daily routine, adult/child 
interactions, and curriculum planning and assessment.  It is especially important for 
newly hired teachers to receive multiple visits and feedback early in the school 
year.  This will allow the ECS to positively impact classroom environment and habits 
of routine and interactions.   

Early, monthly visits set the stage for a strong collaborative relationship among the 
teaching team and ECS. Together, and with curriculum resources, a continuous 
improvement plan is generated to support operating a high-quality classroom.  An 
effective plan will: 

• Identify the goal; 
• Identify related PQA indicator or child outcome objective; 
• Set strategies and activities to improve teacher knowledge, (e.g., watching a 

training video together, videotaping with teacher reflection, visit another 
classroom with teacher reflection, making visual cues, over-the-shoulder 
coaching or a focus strategy;) 

• Supply needed materials;  

http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Professional_Development_Plan_sample-ADA_509676_7.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Recommended_Evaluation_Plan_ADA_503412_7.pdf
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• Make changes in indoor/outdoor learning environment and daily routine; 
• Include specific timelines and a person responsible for each activity; and 
• Determine how progress will be measured (e.g., teacher completion of 

actionable strategy and reflection form, strengthened PQA scores and/or 
child outcome data.)  

Throughout the academic year, the ECS continues to monitor use of the ongoing 
child assessment tool while also using the PQA to monitor progress toward meeting 
the goals. Close attention is provided to ensure valid and reliable child outcome 
data at each data checkpoint, meeting requirements outlined in the Child 
Assessment section of the GSRP Implementation Manual. Feedback follows the 
same process as above, documenting strengths and any areas still needing 
improvement; the continuous improvement plan may be modified.   

Between November 15 and January 15, one PQA Form B (Agency Items) is 
completed per subrecipient (including ISDs directly operating GSRP) and includes 
assessment of parent involvement and family services, staff qualifications and 
professional development, and program management, with data due into the 
OnlinePQA by January 31.  Form B is usually completed by reviewing children’s files 
and other documentation, along with a team interview with the program supervisor, 
members of the teaching teams, and parents.  It is not approvable to begin Form B 
in the Fall, continue to add evidence and scoring throughout the year and then code 
that as an End-of-Year Form. The ECS gives timely feedback on PQA Form B results 
to the teaching team(s)/administrators and ensures that Form B data is used by the 
data analysis team.   

Between March 1 and May 15, the ECS observes each unique teaching team for one 
full session and completes the PQA Form A; data are due into the OnlinePQA 
system on May 31.  Form A also requires a small amount of additional time when 
the team’s attention does not have to be on the children to answer questions about 
items that weren’t observed.  Each PQA item requires evidence and data except 
item III-E, Support for non-English speakers, which is completed as appropriate.  
Taking photos of the classroom environment is an efficient way to provide 
documentation for later scoring.  Following the completion of Form A in the spring, 
the ECS and teaching team set classroom-level goals and develop a plan for 
continuous improvement that may include professional development and 
modifications to the classroom environment.   

The ECS ensures that data are available by classroom.  When the end-of-year PQA 
is completed in the spring and beginning and ending child assessment data is 
aggregated, final progress toward the year’s designated goals will be measured.  
This will provide gain scores which will be used to evaluate the success in meeting 
the designated program- and classroom-level goals.  These data reveal program 
strengths and challenges to use as the basis to prioritize program improvement 
efforts.  At this time, the team that analyzes data and sets goals will choose 
program-wide goals for the following school year and update or re-create a plan to 
reach those goals.  The plan could include a facilitated, rich staff discussion around 
a journal article, or contracting with a trainer from the curriculum or child 
assessment vendor, and will also include supports for implementation such as 
observation-feedback, peer modeling, coaching, and self-assessment.  Curriculum 

http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Child_Assessment_353323_7.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Child_Assessment_353323_7.pdf
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materials should be available, purchased or readily created to implement the 
strategies.   

Information relating to both the status of meeting the current year’s goals and the 
goals set for the following year is shared with local advisory committees, parents, 
staff, administration, and the school board.  Finally, the GSRP ECC leads activities 
to aggregate all subrecipient data collected by the ECS, and together they evaluate 
and broadly share the success in meeting the designated goals.   

*Use of the term ECS throughout this document refers to a singular ECS or to the 
multiple members of an ECS team. 
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