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WELCOME

ONE 
MISSION 

ISD 728 EARLY EDUCATION COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
A comprehensive plan has been developed and implemented for early education designed to ensure that ALL students 
receive the foundational skills needed to be successful learners.

7 CORE VALUES 
ALL people have value.1
Valuing & respecting differences  
strengthens the individual & the community.2
People thrive when they feel 
connected, supported & affirmed.3
Everyone can learn.4
Hope inspires and empowers.5
Lifelong learning is essential  
for personal growth.6
Change is an opportunity 
for growth.7

Our mission is to  
educate, inspire  

& empower  
our diverse learners,  

to shape their futures,  
to accomplish their 

dreams and to  
contribute positively  

to our local and  
global communities.

ISD 728 MISSION & CORE VALUES
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Research demonstrates that high quality early learning experiences can close achievement gaps 
for at-risk children before they begin their K-12 careers. Research on brain development from birth 
until about 5 years, show that children in environments which stimulate growth in language, motor 
skills, adaptive abilities and social-emotional functioning, are more likely to succeed in school and 
society than children who don’t experience such environments. Early education investments yield 
high returns. Participants acquire greater skills than they otherwise would and are better able to 
contribute to their local economies.  
 
Pre-school children with developmental delays, or gaps in achievement when compared to their 
peers, can benefit greatly through participation in quality, intensive pre-school environments and 
close achievement gaps prior to beginning kindergarten.

Minnesota policymakers, the Governor, leaders of Fortune 500 companies and education leaders 
all have recognized the value of early learning and have increased public dialog on ways to expand 
quality early learning to serve more. While all five of the 0-5 pre-school years are fertile times for 
providing stimulating environments, expansion of quality programs for three and four year old children have been the primary 
focus. The state legislature increased state investments in early learning in the 2015 legislative session, and early learning is 
expected to once again be center-stage in the 2016 session.

There are an estimated 5,725 children birth to age 5 residing in ISD 728 according to District census estimates, or roughly 1145 
children in each yearly age range.  Meeting the needs of ALL learners is clearly reflected in the ISD 728 mission and core values.

WORLD’S BEST WORKFORCE
Early education is also a critical aspect of the ISD 728’s World’s Best Workforce (WBWF) plan: www.elkriver.k12.mn.us/WBWF. 
The legislatively mandated plan is intended to ensure every school district in the state is making strides to increase student 
performance. 
 
Each district must develop a plan that addresses the following five goals:

 » All children are ready for school.  
 » All third-graders can read at grade level.
 » All racial and economic achievement gaps between students are closed.
 » All students are ready for career and college.
 » All students graduate from high school.

In order for all ISD 728 children to be ready for kindergarten, all preschool children need access to rich learning environments 
prior to kindergarten. The experiences a child has or does not have prior to kindergarten can impact their readiness to learn  
and achieve alongside their kindergarten peers.  School-based early learning, private pre-schools, private center-based and 
home-based child care, Head Start, and enriching home and family environments all contribute to school readiness.

ISD 728’s Early Childhood programs (Early Childhood Family Education, School Readiness and Early Childhood Special 
Education) comprise the district’s primary strategy in meeting the WBWF’s first goal of “all children are ready for school”.  

WHY EARLY EDUCATION?  

ISD 728 CONNECTION TO EARLY EDUCATION 

5,725
CHILDREN BIRTH TO AGE 
5 RESIDING IN ISD 728 

1,145
CHILDREN IN EACH AGE RANGE

85%
Did you know?

OF BRAIN 
DEVELOPMENT 
OCCURS BEFORE

THE AGE OF

5?



READ WELL BY THIRD GRADE
Read Well by Third Grade Literacy Plan is required of all Minnesota districts and charter schools that enroll students in 
grades K-2.  It must reflect required components of the World’s Best Workforce legislation, to ensure reading proficiency for 
all students in kindergarten through grade 2.   

Literacy and learning strategies, aimed at the preschool years when significant learning gains and achievement gap closure 
are most easily accomplished, should be a key element in the District’s Read Well by Third Grade Literacy Plan, in addition 
to the extensive district-wide literacy efforts provided to children in grades K-2.

The District School Board, administration and community residents’ recognition of the importance of early learners and 
the need for investments in early learning were demonstrated in the November, 2014 bond election when voters approved 
construction of dedicated early learning spaces in Rogers, Zimmerman and Otsego. These new facilities will go on-line in 
16-17 (Rogers & Zimmerman) and 17-18 (Otsego), and will complement the dedicated early education spaces provided in 
Elk River at the Handke Center.  

District Early Education programs are well-developed, high quality and 
continually improving, and the School Readiness program is the primary 
vehicle to close learning gaps and prepare early learners for school 
success. Even with this information, this critical program has historically 
been woefully underfunded---the state’s investment in School Readiness 
began in 1991 with a $10M annual investment which remained at that 
static level until 2014! Because of the lack of funding, the program last 
year served only 17% of the district’s approximately 1,145 4-year olds. 

To meet the strategic result of ensuring all students receive the foundational skills needed to be successful learners will 
require a significant commitment and expanded investments to provide quality early learning opportunities to many more 
ISD 728 preschool children. 

We suggest several concurrent strategies to reach this worthy strategic result: 

Funding/Legislative Advocacy
 » Elevate early childhood as an ISD 728 policy and resource priority.
 » Champion adequate and sustainable state funding for the early childhood system’s infrastructure, services  

and supports. 
 » Encourage alignment of local district and state resources and policies within and across components of the  

early childhood system. 
 » Promote sustained public & political will to support a comprehensive system of coordinated, effective,  

high quality early childhood services and supports. 

Infrastructure
 » Allocate additional resources for increased staffing, and expanded space.
 » Increase the number of pre-schoolers served, with a priority on 4 year olds. 
 » Focus student expansion on targeted at-risk 4 year olds to close achievement gap.
 » Expand and intensify services by increasing programming hours, adding additional days each week, and  

expanding the total weeks offered.  Target of 350 contact hours per school year.
 » Increase volunteer recruitment efforts to provide more Reading Corps support (Seeds of Literacy training).

FUTURE: WHERE DO WE WANT TO BE
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17%
Due to lack of funding, 
the program served only 
17% of the district’s 
approximately 1,145 
4-year olds.

YEAR OLDS
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Workforce Capacity
 » Promote the development and retention of a professional, culturally proficient, bilingual, and developmentally informed 

workforce across all early childhood services and supports. 
 » Strengthen system capacity to provide social/emotional and mental/behavioral health services and supports to young 

children and their families in natural and familiar community-based settings. 

Collaborative partnerships
 » Build, foster, and participate in local coalitions and partnerships with many public and private agencies working to 

support young children. 
 » Encourage and build community collaborations to include community health and social service agencies to ensure 

children have access to comprehensive services.
 » Offer high quality staff development opportunities to community child care providers.

        
Outreach

 » Support and expand services whether students are enrolled with ISD 728 programs or not.
 » Build community and parent awareness of programming opportunities and services.
 » Build community and parent engagement.
 » Enhance public awareness of the importance of early childhood education. 
 » Collect student enrollment data from families and local early learning providers (Head Start, private child care 

providers) to establish a clear picture of children’s learning experiences prior to kindergarten.

Family Support 
 » Promote learning and leadership opportunities which enhance parents’ confidence and competence as primary 

nurturers, first teachers, and partners in early childhood services and supports.
 » Provide education and resources on child health and development to social service workers and foster home providers; 
 » Continue quality parent education as an integral and universal part of the early childhood system. 
 » Strengthen and expand policies, services and supports that enhance family stability, safety, self-sufficiency and relationships. 

Data analysis
 » Develop systems to track all early learners’ educational experiences.
 » Develop a more robust data analysis and support of district early learning programs.
 » Improve data collection and analysis--longevity study of impacts.
 » Strengthen comprehensive data collection and analysis, focusing on data integration (e.g. FamilyNet),  

data sharing and filling data gaps.
 » Continual monitoring of Early Childhood programming to ensure high quality and innovative practices.

Curriculum Alignment
 » Continued best practices in school readiness programming.
 » Continue the alignment of curriculum (prek-K, 1, 2, 3) begun in 15-16.
 » Link to K/continuous improvement of transitions.
 » Expand inclusive classroom settings. 
 » Share consistent quality standards across the early childhood system.
 » Promote increased system-wide use of evidence-based practices. 
 » Enhance the provision of a comprehensive, coordinated continuum of high quality, effective and affordable early 

childhood services and supports.
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CURRENT SUCCESSES: WHERE ARE WE NOW? 
Parents are a child’s first and most important teacher. Strong school-based early learning environments and programs are 
not intended to replace the parent(s), but to support and enhance their role and to provide rich educational experiences for 
early learners. ISD 728 provides several programs which serve children birth to age 5.

EARLY CHILDHOOD SCREENING
Early Childhood Screening (ECS) provides free screening to preschool children ages 3 and older. ECS can provide early 
detection of vision, hearing, speech & language, cognition, fine and gross motor and social and emotional issues. Early 
detection and remediation of identified issues before kindergarten is the objective of this state-mandated program, with 
emphasis and incentives to screen children as early as possible after their 3rd birthday.

 
In 14-15, 986 preschool children were screened by ISD 728, with 3 year olds comprising nearly 60% of those screened,  
4 year olds 26%, and 5 year olds 14% of the total screened. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD FAMILY EDUCATION
Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) combines parenting 
and early childhood education through classes, home visits and 
other services. ECFE enhances and supports parent competence 
through parent education and quality early learning environments 
for children birth to age 5. Parents attend with their preschool child. 
Fees are charged to participants, with provisions for fees to be 
reduced or waived based on need. 

 » ECFE is funded through a combination of state aid  
and local tax levies.

 » ECFE participation in 14-15 included 1,505 children,  
1,945 adults, and 570 home visits were provided.

screened

986
CHILDREN

59.4% 13.7% 26.3% 
3-year-olds 5-year-olds4-year-olds

Of the 986 children, 437 had new possible  
problems, and 95 children had multiple  
new possible problems identified. 

59
325

referrals

referrals
to School Readiness

to ECFE and parenting classes

454
437

95

NEW
possible 
problemsNo Problems

Multiple NEW
possible problems

1,505
CHILDREN

1,945
ADULTS

570 HOME 
VISITS
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SCHOOL READINESS
School Readiness, which includes Discovery Learning (DL) and Discovery Learning Extra (DLX) programs, provide 
preschool education for 3, 4, and 5 year-olds as well as parent education and involvement. DLX provides more intensive 
(half-day programming for 4 or 5 days/wk) programming for targeted at-risk 4-year olds with bus transportation included, all 
at no cost. School Readiness is also the primary means for inclusion of ISD 728 Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) 
preschool children with non-ECFE peers. 

School Readiness uses a strong research-based curriculum, regular assessments and benchmarking of learner progress, 
the same PLC/RTI (professional learning community/response to intervention) approaches used in ISD 728 K-12 programs, 
and Minnesota Reading Corps volunteers to support early learners.

All children were benchmarked at entry to the program in the fall, 
with a mid-year assessment in the winter and a final assessment 
in the spring. 

281
CHILDREN ENROLLED 59 FREEAT RISK 4-YEAR-OLDS

for
IN DISCOVERY LEARNING

ENROLLED IN DISCOVERY 
LEARNING EXTRA

36 of the 281 DL students were children with 
Individual Educational Plans (ECSE students)

36

191

132

191 of the 281 students were ages 4 or 5

132 (69%) of these students were in classrooms 
with additional Minnesota Reading Corps volunteers 
providing RTI interventions and support

Assessments were made in:
 » 5 areas of literacy or pre-reading.
 » 7 areas of socio-emotional  

or executive function.
 » 2 areas related to language  

and vocabulary. 
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Percentage of children ‘at target’ upon entry and at the close of the year for each assessment area
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The School Readiness program is also certified as a 4 Star Parent Aware program (the highest possible 
rating), which qualifies it to serve recipients of the state’s Early Learning Scholarships (Pathway II).

 » Fees are charged to participants, with provisions for fees to be reduced or waived based on need.
 » School Readiness is funded through a combination of state aid and local tax levies.

EARLY CHILDHOOD SPECIAL EDUCATION
Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) is a program provided under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004) serving children ages birth through 6 with identified special needs. Children birth to 
age 2 are served through a Home-Based program which currently serves 106 children. The program assesses around 200 
children each year, of which about 80% qualify for special education services. As children reach their third birthday, they 
transition into a center-based setting.

Children age three through five are served in a center-based (classroom) setting. There are currently 258 children receiving 
these services. The 3-5 year old program annually receives about 250 referrals, and of those about 60% qualify for services.  
 
ECSE 3-5 year olds are served in a variety of settings:

STAFF/STAFF DEVELOPMENT
District early learning programs have a long history of high quality, caring staff. The majority of ECSE and ECFE/School 
Readiness staff have been co-located at the Handke Center since the early 1990’s, and have collaborated closely on 
common staff development topics since 2000. A management team comprised of the ECSE Coordinator, the ECFE/SR 
Manager and the Director of Community Engagement meet regularly to coordinate and collaborate on all aspects of the 
district’s early learning programs. During 15-16 a collaborative group of pre-K and kindergarten staff have met monthly 
to focus on improving awareness, connections and learner transitions between early education programs and staff and 
kindergarten staff. 

HIGH QUALITY STANDARDS-BASED CURRICULUM
Curriculum and program development are guided by Minnesota’s Early Learning Standards and Minnesota’s Early Childhood 
Indicators of Progress. School Readiness and Wrap-Around programs are 4-Star Parent Aware Rated (highest rating) for 
Minnesota’s Early Learning Scholarship Program.

In March of 2011, district early education staff developed “Essential Standards”, aligned to the yearly data needed for Early 
Childhood Special Education (collected through the Child Outcome Survey Form), and reported to MDE. The standards are 
also aligned to the Minnesota Early Learning Standards. Data on these standards are collected three times per school year.

CURRICULUM AND ASSESSMENT
ISD 728 combines strong research-based curriculum and assessment with staff development all within developmentally 
appropriate classrooms.

 » Creative Curriculum 5th Edition (most recent): literacy, math, language, cognition, physical, social-emotional, science,  
art and social studies.

 » High Five-social emotional self-management.
 » EZ Write.
 » Minnesota Reading Corps volunteers intervention and remediation.
 » Teaching Strategies Gold (TS Gold) assessment instrument--adopted 15-16.

 » 88 (34%) are enrolled in speech 
groups.

 » 64 (25%) are enrolled in self-
contained (ECSE only) classrooms.

 » 58 (22+%) are enrolled as inclusion 
students in School Readiness 
(Discovery Learning or Discovery 
Learning Extra) programs. 

 » 17 (7%) are enrolled in Head Start 
or community preschools.

 » 7 (3%) receive speech services in 
their homes by appointment.
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DATA-INFORMED INSTRUCTION
For Response to Intervention (RTI) to work well, the following essential components are implemented with fidelity and in a 
rigorous manner:

 » High-quality Instruction: All students receive high-quality, research-based instruction in the classroom.
 » Ongoing Student Assessment: Universal screening and progress monitoring provide information about a student’s 

learning rate and level of achievement, both individually and in comparison with the peer group. This data is then 
used when determining which students need closer monitoring or intervention. Throughout the RTI process, student 
progress is monitored frequently to examine student achievement and gauge the effectiveness of the curriculum. 
Decisions made regarding students’ instructional needs are based on multiple data points taken in context over time.

 » Tiered Instruction: A multi-tier approach is used to efficiently differentiate instruction for all students. The model 
incorporates increasing intensities of instruction offering specific, research-based interventions matched to student needs.

 » Collaboration: Teaching and learning is most successful when built on the foundation of an effective Professional 
Learning Community.

INCLUSION
All preschool children have the right to be educated with their peers. On September 14, 2015, the U.S. Department of 
Education and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services released a policy statement highlighting the importance of 
making sure that all young children with disabilities have access to inclusive high-quality early childhood programs. The state of 
Minnesota has expressed to districts the need to decrease the number of self-contained special education classrooms.

Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) staff continue to work to provide inclusive learning environments for more 
children. The School Readiness preschool program is the primary inclusive placement destination.
 
PARENT INVOLVEMENT
Parents have timely information about their child’s progress, the instruction and interventions used, the staff who are 
delivering the instruction, and the academic or behavioral goals for their child. In the early years parents are supported in 
their role as the primary educator of their child.

FACILITIES
Quality early learning programs require quality facilities in which to deliver them. Since the  mid-90’s, much of the early 
learning programs have been housed at Handke Elementary, and since 2002, the Handke Center in Elk River has been 
the primary site for current ISD 728 Early Education programs. Handke hosts all Early Childhood Screening, as well as the 
majority of Early Childhood Family Education, School Readiness and Early Childhood Special Education.  
 
Two other facilities used for District Early Education programs are the Rogers Early Childhood Family Education (leased 
space), 14020 Northdale Blvd., and classroom spaces at Zimmerman Elementary. Newly dedicated early learning additions 
at Zimmerman and Rogers Elementaries as well as early learning space in the new Otsego E-8 should serve early learning 
needs for the next 3-5 years, depending on the extent of new state or local investments to expand services.
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Full implementation and expansion of early learning programs will require a deep commitment and belief in the benefits 
of quality early learning experiences as a key element in changing the arc of young lives, as well as significant financial 
investments in programs and facilities.

Fortunately the current District early education program model has many recognized best practices and characteristics including:
 » high quality research-based curricula including academic, as well as social emotional/behavior 
 » strong learner assessment and data collection systems
 » highly trained staff
 » inclusion of students with disabilities
 » tiered interventions and individualized instruction
 » dedicated early learning classrooms coming on-line in 16-17 and 17-18
 » programs of sufficient length and intensity to impact change
 » parent engagement strategies
 » professional development for staff

We recommend that the initial expansion of current programming for early learners be targeted to the most at-risk children.  
This philosophy has guided the Discovery Learning Extra pilot program for the past four years, in which identified children 
have been enrolled in four or five half day per week programs at no cost, with transportation also provided. Participation in 
high quality early learning experiences increase these learner’s chances of being truly ready for kindergarten, and at level 
with their more advantaged peers. “At-risk” refers to achievement gap students as identified in the World’s Best Workforce 
legislation--economically disadvantaged, English Learners, students of color, and special education students.  As a percent 
of total students, at-risk learners comprise about 33-34% of ISD 728 students, including approximately 10% of district 
preschool children currently served by ECSE.  

Early Childhood Special Education will continue to serve all preschool children who qualify for special education services, 
so the expansion of early learning opportunities should be focused on expanding preschool programs such as School 
Readiness, Head Start and private preschools to serve more children.

District School Readiness and ECSE programs currently serve 539 three to five year old children, or about 18.5% of the 
estimated 2900 potential preschool children to be served by 3-5 year old programming.  

EXPANDING SERVICES: WHAT INVESTMENTS ARE NEEDED?
Our Discovery Learning Extra program has required an investment of just under $3000 per student for 5 half-days per week 
for 30+ weeks during the school year.  

Early Learning Spaces
As noted earlier there are several district early learning programs, and each early learning site should accommodate ECSE, 
ECFE, and School Readiness. In addition to typical classrooms, other specific rooms are needed for parent education/
discussion, wraparound services (child care before and after the preschool class), and in some instances multi-purpose or 
large motor areas (where gym access for preschool participants is limited).

Current spaces at Handke, and the new spaces in Rogers, Zimmerman and Otsego approved by voters in the fall 2014 
bond election provide some room for near term expansion of early learning programs. If the state-wide discussion and 
growing support for expanding early learning funding becomes a reality, we recommend the district evolve its current 
strategy of early learning spaces in each of our four main communities to a strategy of providing dedicated early learning 
spaces at each of the district’s elementary schools.  E-5 elementary schools would provide neighborhood access to quality 
early learning in which families could be engaged at an ISD 728 school with their newborn and preschool children well in 
advance of their kindergarten enrollment--a key strategy to attract and retain resident students while also ensuring more 
children have the foundational skills to succeed in school and in life.

HOW DO WE GET THERE?


