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Introduction
On February 12-13, 2015, nearly 250 participants representing all levels of society and
every position within Early Childhood Education gathered in Helena for the Montana Summit on
Early Childhood Education organized by the Advancing Early Childhood Education Alliance
(AECEA) and The Montana Children’s Trust Fund. The agenda (see Appendix A) offered
participants a wide variety of perspectives (i.e., business, political, social services, law
enforcement, etc.) providing irrefutable evidence that there are huge benefits associated with
investing in early childhood education. The summit also provided a wonderful opportunity to
gather the collective insights and wisdom of Summit participants via responses to: (a) an
individual open-ended survey that was distributed and (b) facilitated tabletop conversations and
report outs. This report, The People Speak: Voices from the Montana Summit on Early
Childhood Education, is the summary and synthesis of those voices in response to four key
questions:
1. Where can investments in high-quality, high-impact early childhood education
improve opportunities for all Montana families?
2. What are the priorities?
3. What recommendations do you have for AECEA and the Montana Children’s Trust
Fund as we move forward with initiatives to support early education?
4. What recommendations do you have for your community, the State of Montana and/or
policy makers?
Investments
Where can investments in high-quality, high-impact early childhood education improve
opportunities for all Montana families? An analysis of Summit participant responses reveals
support for investments being made in three primary areas:
 in the labor force and economy,
 at all levels within the field of early childhood education and from a holistic vision,
and
 in existing programs and efforts that currently meet the needs of children and
families.
From an economic perspective, investments in the labor force and economy can increase job
opportunities that allow parents to be inspired and feel safe, enable women to experience
equality in terms of adequate pay and benefits, and lead to healthier families that can help
prepare their children to be ready for school. Everyone must work together and improve the
economy to increase jobs, support families to be more engaged, embrace healthy lifestyles,
increase wages and benefits in the field of early childhood education, maintain quality of existing
programs, and expand public and private partnerships. Ultimately the public, as voters and
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consumers, can choose to support political and business leaders that advocate for investments in
high-quality, high-impact early childhood education to improve opportunities for all Montana
families.
From a field of practice perspective, investments in early childhood education can
promote early childhood career readiness, teacher training and professional development,
stronger licensing for childcare and early childhood education centers, public libraries, prenatal
care, pediatric training, language and culture, family spirit, and parental involvement along with
community engagement. Taken together, early childhood education requires a holistic vision to
guide investment of time, energy, and resources. It is obvious to everyone working with children
and families that there is a need to reduce poverty, family stress, unemployment, healthcare and
daycare costs, abuse, and neglect. Summit participants confirmed in their collective voices that
collaborations and partnerships at all levels are necessary to address the physical, emotional,
intellectual, and social needs of every child.
Overall, investing in existing programs and collaborative efforts that currently meet the
needs of children and families is a wise course of action. Programs such as Best Beginnings
STARS to Quality, Head Start, Early Head Start, and others would benefit from adequate
funding and more public/private partnerships that expand access to excellent early childhood
education experiences for all children. Higher provider rates and better wages and benefits for
early childhood educators makes economic and social sense if we want to expose children to the
best and brightest possibilities. Scholarships and other forms of financial assistance would allow
children, particularly from low-income families, to attend high quality pre-schools and daycare
centers. Other investment opportunities include startup funding for more quality early education
opportunities, licensing visits, early intervention and prenatal care, mandatory kindergarten, early
exposure to STEM related learning opportunities, home visits, parental education, and outreach
to families. In addition to the sensible financial investments that can be made, the most enduring
contribution will be the belief among business leaders, policymakers, and the general public that
high-quality, high-impact early childhood education does improve opportunities for all Montana
families, today and well into the future.
Priorities
What are the priorities? Summit participants speak passionately in saying that the
priorities for early childhood education are to:
 focus on young children and provide access to affordable high quality childcare, early
childhood education, and mental health services especially via existing programs;
 ensure equitable compensation/wages and benefits;
 promote family engagement and increase home visits;
 elevate licensing standards, teacher preparation, and professional development; and
 inspire support from political and business leaders.
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It is good to be reminded how important it is to prioritize what is in the best interest of the child,
and that it is about investing in young children for the future of Montana. Focusing on what is
best for the child is a good thing. It is said sincerely by Summit participants that the goal should
be for all children to feel loved while helping them develop a sense of respect, trust and belief in
themselves within safe, stable relationships that value children. Summit participants expressed
strong support for prioritizing efforts that provide access to affordable high quality childcare,
early childhood education, and mental health services for all families (particularly those put atrisk). Paramount is making sure that existing programs such as Best Beginnings STARS to
Quality, Head Start, and Early Head Start can continue to assist families in need and ensure that
no family is left out due to income qualification formulas.
There is a longstanding need to ensure equitable compensation/wages and benefits for
early childhood educators and providers. The turnover crisis is killing the field, and it is difficult
to recruit qualified applicants in rural areas given comparatively low salaries. A stable
workforce is central to improving program quality and accessibility, and paying early childhood
educators and caregivers better will result in the continuity and consistency that every child
deserves. A worthy livable wage is just common sense for such an important occupation; it will
serve well as an incentive to inspire the next generation of highly qualified and capable
individuals to serve the needs of young children and their families in the State of Montana.
Family engagement and associated home visits are at the core of promising practices that
facilitate early childhood development in all areas of a child’s life (i.e., social, emotional,
physical, and intellectual). Parental and extended family involvement is critical from prenatal,
birth, to eight years of age. Working parents need paid leave to care for their child after birth
and paid sick leave to care for ailing children. Providing parental support through parenting
classes and home visits that offer or complement early screening and intervention avoids so
much grief and expense associated with problems that arise and spiral out of control as children
get older.
There may be a need to examine the state-of-affairs with regard to licensing standards
and oversight of childcare facilities. It goes hand-in-hand with providing ample training and
professional development opportunities, as well as accessibility to affordable early childhood
teacher training aligned to the needs of young children and their families in Montana. Proven
practices like loan forgiveness and scholarships will help to recruit, retain, and graduate students,
particularly those who from and desire to work in areas that struggle to find highly qualified
early childhood educators.
Political and business leaders are instrumental to improving high quality, high impact
early childhood education for all Montana families. Support at all levels (Governor, legislators,
corporations, small business) should be nonpartisan, bipartisan and totally on board with the
short- and long-term rewards associated with investing in young children right now. As with the
Summit, creating opportunities to unify the conversations between stakeholders already invested
in early childhood issues lets everyone hear the powerful sentiment that people really do care
about children. Therefore it is essential that the early childhood community learn how to identify,
approach, and communicate with political, business, and community leaders to seek their
3

support, advice, and partnership. It is as much to do about advocacy as it is about cultivating
meaningful and sustainable relationships among like-minded folks that care about the future of
Montana.
Recommendation for AECEA and the Montana Children’s Trust Fund
What recommendations do you have for AECEA and the Montana Children’s Trust Fund
as we move forward with initiatives to support early education? Summit participants agree that
the AECEA and Montana Children’s Trust Fund are doing phenomenal work and the primary
recommendation is,. . . continue providing leadership and support to:
•

cultivate multi-sector collaborations involving the general public, early childhood
education community, business leaders, and policymakers;

•

develop marketing strategies and approaches;

•

coordinate and schedule future summits and gatherings to better align with
legislators’ schedules; and

•

serve as a facilitator and gather information from key informants.

Moving forward has to be a cohesive effort facilitated through collaborations and partnerships
that engage all stakeholders who care about children and the future of Montana. Summit
participants recommend one way to do so is creating a Taskforce for Early Childhood Success
and give it the charge to show legislators how funding that supports early childhood education
can stimulate the environment for all citizens and across multiple sectors in society. The
AECEA and Montana Children’s Trust Fund can elevate its leadership in lobbying and advocacy
by developing marketing materials and strategies that advance a unifying slogan, convey
powerful compelling stories, and harness the collective energy and good will within the early
childhood community. Among the prevailing issues and opportunities for the AECEA and the
Montana Children’s Trust Fund to embrace are supporting better wages and facilitating dialogues
with key informants like Montessori educators, practicing professionals, scholars, business
leaders, parents/adult caregivers, and children. Said in a very practical way . . . the AECEA and
Montana Children’s Trust Fund should go fourth, do good work, and continue to share
information that increases awareness and opportunities for learning.
Recommendations for all Stakeholders
What recommendations do you have for your community, the State of Montana and/or
policy makers? Summit participants recommend that everyone:
∼ invest in young children and engage families;
∼ advocate for qualified early childhood teachers, pursue strong collaborations and an
embrace a holistic approach; and
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∼ support existing programs that are effective, increase wages, and become educated
about the important benefits of early childhood education.
Investing in young children and family engagement sure makes a lot sense. Such investments
will enable the community to evolve and adapt to changing social circumstances. It can be said
succinctly,
♥ “Support children and families.”
♥ “Make it happen!”
♥ “Just do the right research-based thing for young children and families.”
There is a need to educate parents and the public on the importance of early childhood education,
and doing so generates more support for the field. The emphasis on more support for children
and families is about providing adequate opportunities throughout the continuum of care.
Qualified early childhood educators are essential for young children to achieve
developmental milestones. Teachers, however, need the support of strong collaborations and
partnerships between all entities--public schools, private schools, tribal schools, Head Start,
Childcare, businesses, churches, civic organizations, and the home—that have a vested interest in
providing all children the best possible experience to enjoy life. This holistic approach embraces
a broad perspective to value partners that can assist with medical, mental, social, educational,
physical, and cultural issues as well as housing and economic development.
Those existing programs that are effective require the support of everyone within the
community and throughout the State of Montana. This support then needs to translate into public
and private funding that establishes, maintains, and expands early childhood education to every
child. Compensation in the form of provider rates and wages has to increase because early
learning professionals can influence 90% of what a child learns from 0-5, and they are the lowest
paid educators within the educational system. We need to invest in our early childhood educators
and make sure they receive a wage that matches the responsibility placed upon them. It does not
make sense that early childhood educators leave the field because they can go to work in another
occupation for high wages and less responsibility. Educating policymakers and business leaders
about the benefits of high quality, high impact early childhood education is an important step and
needs to be followed by additional steps to identify and support leaders that advocate for early
childhood education.
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Appendix A
Agenda
Montana Summit on Early Childhood Education

6

Montana Summit on Early Childhood Education
organized by the Advancing Early Childhood Education Alliance (AECEA)
and
The Montana Children’s Trust Fund
February 12-13, 2015
Red Lion Colonial Hotel – Helena, Montana
Thursday, February 12
5:30 p.m.

Opening reception - hors d’oeuvres

6:30 p.m.

Short film screening of “Raising of America”

7:00 p.m.

Panel and audience discussion

Friday, February 13
9:00 a.m.

Opening blessing and welcome by Alliance members

9:15 a.m.

The Case for Investing in Early Childhood Education
John Pepper, Retired Chairman and CEO, The Procter & Gamble Company

10:15 a.m. Break
10:30 a.m. The Benefits of Investing in Early Childhood Education
Gloria J. Higgins, President, Executives Partnering to Invest in Children
CHiXapkaid (Dr. Michael Pavel), Tuwaduq Cultural & Research Institute
Ron Peters, businessman and former Oklahoma State Legislator
12:15 p.m. Buffet Lunch
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12:45 p.m. The Brain Science of Early Intervention
Dr. Elizabeth Kohlstaedt, Chief Clinical Officer, Intermountain
1:15 p.m. Montana speaks! – facilitated tabletop conversations
- Where can Montana state investments in high-quality, high-impact early
childhood education improve opportunity for all Montana families?
- Recommendations for our communities and policy makers
2:30 p.m. Adjourn
The Advancing Early Childhood Education Alliance (AECEA)
The Advancing Early Childhood Education Alliance (AECEA) is a partnership of the
Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation and Mountain Sky Guest Ranch Fund, The Dennis &
Phyllis Washington Foundation, First Interstate Foundation, the Kelley Family Foundation, the
Montana Community Foundation, the O.P. and W.E. Edwards Foundation, Hopa Mountain, and
Thrive. We believe that our most precious resource is our children and that we must help support
Montana families and communities that are working to make life better for every child. We
develop collaborative relationships with foundations, nonprofit organizations, schools,
community leaders and policymakers to help children in Montana live happy, healthy lives and
reach their full potential. We are dedicated to shaping Montana’s future in the most positive
ways — by providing proactive, strategic leadership and funding for collaborative, targeted
projects that make a real difference at the most critical times in a child’s life. Bringing together
other funders, government agencies, nonprofits and business leaders yields projects that have
greater impact than any of us can achieve working independently.
Montana sits at an important crossroads for the future of early childhood care and
education in the state. Momentum for policy change and increased priority of early care at both a
state and national level has never been greater. At this time, Advancing Early Childhood
Education Alliance seeks to align our potential with this impetus by educating the public,
business leaders and policymakers on the importance of early childcare in the state through
media campaigns, conferences, seminars, best practices workshops and the like so that real
change can be made. We will also look to leverage funds by developing public-private
partnerships and collaborations with national funders in addition to funding specific nonprofit
organizations working in early childcare in the state.

For more information, please contact Tawnya Rupe at (406) 578-2071
8

