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About the
F L I N T E A R LY C H I L D H O O D C O L L A B O R A T I V E

T

he Flint Early Childhood Collaborative (FECC) is a diverse group of motivated partners
supporting new opportunities for Flint's youngest children and their families. It is
comprised of an experienced, cross-sector group of institutions committed to improving

equity in education and health services, including the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, the
Community Foundation of Greater Flint, the Genesee Intermediate School District, Flint Community
Schools District, and the University of Michigan-Flint.
This group came together in response to the Water Crisis with an intention of addressing early
interventions for children ages 0-5 and their families, and to work with (and within) the community
to ensure all of Flint’s youngest children have access to high-quality early childhood education, a
precursor to a strong foundation for lifelong success. The FECC aims to change the narrative about
Flint, about Michigan — especially as it concerns its youngest citizens and their families. This is not
just a city with people who have been affected by a water emergency; it is a diverse city of people
working together for equitable solutions.
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Relative to early childhood education, Flint is the first city
in Michigan with an Educare school. Educare is a national
network of 23 schools with an 18 year track record of
positive outcomes for children, birth to five, and their
families. The FECC is implementing a “hub model” focused
on meeting the needs of two generations – children and
their parents or caregivers – while also serving as a central
resource to other early childhood providers in Flint. This
hub includes Cummings Great Expectations and Educare
Flint. Together these schools provide full-day, high-quality
full-year services to 400-plus children and their families, and
connect quality development support to parents, caregivers
and educators.
By providing this level of education and support and informing public policies and practice, the FECC
is instigating opportunities for Flint’s youngest citizens and its families. Through these efforts it also
hopes to serve as a model of excellence for the state of Michigan, and the US.
FECC core priorities include:
1. P OLICY: Meeting and exceeding current state quality standards and practices for early

childhood education.
2. R ESEARCH: Building and using an integrated data system that goes beyond Census data

to understand where families and children are, what they really want and how to help
them thrive, and to prove the short and long-term benefits of high quality early childhood
education.
3. FAMILY AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT: Transforming the way Flint families with

young children interact with each other and the systems that exist to serve them.
4. E NHANCED PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT: Raising the bar for early childhood

educators with embedded professional development and trainings.
5. C OORDINATED SYSTEMS: Creating system-wide solutions for enrollment and other

shared services.
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About this
FEASIBILITY STUDY

T

he FECC has commissioned this study to examine the availability and accessibility of
early childhood programs in Flint and Genesee County for children from birth to age 5.
Specifically, this study was commissioned in an effort to identify and address existing

enrollment challenges, support families, and ultimately create a system that is more efficient,
transparent and equitable.
The systems and processes that are currently used to access Genesee Intermediate School District
(GISD) and Genesee County Community Action Resource Department (GCCARD) program information
and enrollment are complicated. Whether in-person, or via the Michigan Preschool website or the
citywide enrollment hotline, (810) 591-KIDS, parents and caregivers struggle to navigate and even to
understand how placements are made in the available early education and care program options. A
new citywide enrollment system would provide a single application, timeline and placement process
to all of the publicly funded programs currently provided by the GISD and GCCARD.
The development of a unified enrollment process would significantly increase families’ access to high
quality options by creating clear and direct ways, to enroll all eligible children. Additionally, a unified
enrollment system would give stakeholders and providers the ability to see where access is limited,
and where service gaps exist while also providing data that informs system-level strategies for early
childhood programming within the county.
Within one year of the development of a coordinated enrollment process, current barriers to
enrollment will be addressed through the following system levers:
1. C OORDINATED INFORMATION CAMPAIGN: eliminates confusion about which programs

are available and where they are located.
2. C OORDINATED ELIGIBILITY DETERMINATION: establishes clear process for informing

and verifying family eligibility.
3. C OORDINATED APPLICATION: Eliminates duplicate applications in the system while

providing families the ability to track their application and to link siblings.
4. C OORDINATED PREFERENCES: Eliminates enrollment lag-time by allowing families’

program preferences to be ranked in the order of desired placement, and giving program
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administrators the capacity to measure and track demand for programs in real-time.

The recommendations in this document are based on conversations with Genesee County school and
government administrators, philanthropic partners, community leaders, nonprofit partners, parents
and technology experts serving the more than 3,500 children ages 0-5 served by GISD and GCCARD.
This number represents a third of the 9,000 children impacted by the Flint water emergency.
With this study, we present shared priorities and the consideration of new ideas for expanding access
to publicly-funded seats in early childhood and care programs in Flint and Gennessee County. Direct
oversight of these enrollment services for children, birth to age 5, is born by the GISD Center for
Countywide Programs via the (810) 591-KIDS Hotline and the Genesee County Preschool website
(www.michiganpreschool.org) and GCCARD’s enrollment staff. This study will also detail the benefits
of various unified enrollment system applications from which service providers and community
leaders may choose in order to provide Flint families with increased and informed access to highquality school options.
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Summary

T

his feasibility study examines the opportunities and potential barriers to creating a unified
enrollment system for the early childhood education and care programs in the Genesee
County Quality Preschool Partnership (GCQPP). The Partnership is a collaboration of local

school districts and community-based providers serving families through Michigan’s Great Start
Readiness Programs (GSRP) and/or federally funded Early Head Start and/ or Head Start preschool
services.
More than 3,500 families and caregivers are currently accessing seats for the above programs using
the Michigan Preschool website and the citywide enrollment hotline, (810) 591-KIDS, and via inperson applications processed by the GISD and GCCARD teams. The online tools allow parents to
submit an interest form to the Genesee Intermediate School District with the end goal of connecting
students to the program that is the best fit for their family.
This “connection step” occurs as the GISD staff processes some of the intake forms internally,
and then externally sends some of the intake forms to GCCARD program staff and individual site
directors. This decentralized system of processing applications fails to provide families the following:
(1) A clear and definitive enrollment window in which they are are expected to apply, (2) a common
set of eligibility guidelines and materials that help them understand eligibility requirements and
program choices, (3) the ability to to rank their program preferences and to receive one “single best
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offer” based on those preferences and individual
program priorities.
As the system exists presently, enrollment
periods for programs differ dramatically. Interest
forms/referrals for Early Head Start and Head
Start program openings are accepted on a
rolling basis, with state-funded GSRP placement
processing typically beginning in July. Although
the system is more advanced and centralized
than processes used in numerous other locales,
the GISD staff, stakeholders and users are
eager to offer a more efficient and transparent
process that dramatically reduces the burden and
confusion families face when trying to navigate
the existing enrollment processes.
With the increasing popularity of school choice,
including early learning programs, in Flint and
throughout Michigan, navigating the ins and outs
of the application process, timelines, registration
requirements, and more, can be a daunting task
for any family — and even more challenging for those who try to access options for their infants
and toddlers. The existing system fails to provide many families’ with the ability to understand all of
their choices, to feel confident that they applied to the best option and that their application was
processed fairly.
The current systems, including application processes and timelines, were developed at a time when
the community desired a more cohesive method, but with the best intel available at that time.
In response to the city’s recent water crisis, many educators, health care specialists, community
advocates and policymakers have questioned whether advances in technology could dramatically
improve the efficiency, accuracy, and equity for the families that qualify for publicly funded Genesee
County preschool seats.
The partners of the GCQPP and the FECC have committed to working together to create solutions
for Flint’s families by improving the enrollment support system. This ultimately will provide more
students and families the opportunity to access quality early learning opportunities that are critical to
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establishing a foundation to later school success.
The solution in many cities has been a unified enrollment (UE) system. Through its transparent policies,
timelines and application materials, such systems allow parents/caregivers the opportunity to select
and rank their program preferences in one application. The process aims to match the applicant with
the highest-ranking program on their list that can accommodate the child based on seat availability
and designated enrollment priorities. A unified enrollment differs from a common application or
common enrollment process. Specifically, with a unified system there are generally shared policies and
oversights in place that a common application process alone might not include. These policies and
systems oversights are often shared across all participating providers and/or K-12 school systems.
Unlike many of the cities that have developed or are establishing UE systems, the GISD already has
some of the key components for successfully implementing such a system for preschool options, and
in the future K-12 public schools seats. These include an intake procedure for processing a shared
Michigan Preschool application, a citywide hotline and cross governance communication/marketing
support.

“We as a community are going to have to develop the solutions to our biggest problems …” said
one veteran enrollment and family liaison. “This is our opportunity to put our adult issues aside and
use our expertise to create better access for our smallest learners. Who knows? Just maybe if we
dig down and leap over all the issues that have stood in our way, perhaps one day the media and
all those experts will be coming to Flint to see what’s working — and no longer dropping by to see
what went wrong!”

The FECC, GISD and GCCARD leadership acknowledge that fully developing and committing to
building a UE system is not without its complexities and cost. The benefits often associated with
adopting such a system require a level of transparency and trust that may not be shared by all
program partners. These surmountable barriers are, according to those interviewed for this study,
worth tackling in exchange for the development of a system that ultimately would offer Flint’s families
and providers such benefits as:
1. A PRIORITIZED ONE-MATCH OFFER PROCESS. A UE system sets up safeguards to

ensure students are admitted based on the established enrollment rules and procedures,
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MICHIGAN PRESCHOOL WEBSITE REFERRAL FORM SUBMISSION OVERVIEW
School
Year

Jan.

Feb.

March

April

May

June

July

Aug.

Sept.

Oct.

Nov.

Dec.

Yearly
Total

20182019

52

165

1,283

712

401

439

652

1,067

693

328

176

37

6,005

20172018

18

215

565

362

543

359

604

1,031

702

347

173

133

5,052

20162017

36

205

389

420

363

398

363

892

608

180

94

75

4,023

20152016

3

101

420

390

432

347

414

923

573

110

73

42

3,828

SOURCE: Center for Countywide Programs (Genesee Intermediate School District, 2018)

and that no applicant is assigned to multiple seats while other applicants receive no seat
offer and/or remain on wait lists for lengthy periods of time.
2. A REAL-TIME CENTRALIZED DATA SYSTEM. This offers families and providers a true

picture of seat availability — and seat demand. From applicants ranking their program
choices, to transfers and withdrawals, a UE system that provides real-time program
availability and application data in a centralized portal enables system leaders to analyze
relative demand and flag any patterns within a program that could prove problematic. Such
information also would help administrators understand increased demand geographically,
which could shape decisions regarding additional programs or classroom needs.
3. A MORE ROBUST INFORMATION AND OUTREACH SYSTEM. This process, created

and supported by stakeholders and partners, would offer families year-round support in
navigating every aspect of the application process without having to travel from program
to program. Cities with established UE processes often create/establish a) annual citywide
enrollment events, b) community enrollment hubs/drop-in centers, c) program directories,
and d) online application portals that allow partners to assist families in selecting the
program that best fits the needs of their child.

EXPANDING EARLY CHILDHOOD PROGRAM ACCESS, ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY IN GENESEE COUNTY (MICHIGAN)

11

Findings
Long before the water crisis, Flint and its residents faced significant challenges in supporting the
dwindling population of families and businesses. In the past three decades, the loss of larger
automotive factories, combined with the water crisis, led to double-digit declines in the city’s
population. In 2018, Flint was identified as the most poverty-stricken city of its size in the United States.
For the families that have remained by choice — and those with no other means to leave — there
is a high level of distrust of the government, health care and social services systems. In the course
of interviewing stakeholders for this study, it quickly became clear that there is a growing segment
of the community that doubts that access to early childhood care and education programs is truly
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accessible to all. Those who benefit are those
who “are in the know” and not those who are
“at-risk” or in need of services, many say.
Among those who were particularly sensitive
to such practices were families who have been
informed that their children most likely will
experience neurodevelopmental delays related
to the water crisis, along with the health care
providers serving many of these children.
Despite the challenges, there is some consensus
on the actions to be taken to improve upon
the current GISD system. Improvements that
will provide families and stakeholders a more
efficient, transparent and equitable enrollment
process and engagement support system. It
should be acknowledged that the following
recommendations are likely to be ignored if
civic, community and social leaders are not
open to exploring whether implementation
challenges can be overcome. The design and
implementation of a unified enrollment system can be yet another example of Flint discovering
solutions that rebuild trust in its systems that once were in crisis.
Interviews with the experts listed above helped us identify six primary challenges. These six
challenges have the greatest consensus and are the most amenable to collaborative action.
1. F LINT FAMILIES FACE SIGNIFICANT BARRIERS WHEN THEY TRY TO ENROLL THEIR
CHILDREN, despite current efforts to coordinate intake and outreach efforts.
2. P ROGRAM OPTIONS ARE UNCLEAR TO FAMILIES. Competing programs make it hard

for families to differentiate enrollment policies, timelines, eligibility and registration.
3. E NROLLMENT PROCESSES ARE CONFUSING. Current systems have workflows and

processes that make it hard for families to navigate choices or even apply to all programs
despite annual improvements.
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4. E NROLLMENT DATA IS NOT INFORMATIVE OR TRANSPARENT. Current data tools do

not allow administrators to see or share information about what programs are available;
there is no real-time report to understand where program openings exist.
5. FAMILIES DON’T FULLY UNDERSTAND THEIR OPTIONS, OR THE VALUE OF EARLY
CHILDHOOD IN GENERAL. We lack the communications tools for providers to raise

awareness for their services, and for families gain access to new, high-impact resources.
6. C URRENT TECHNOLOGY IS OUTDATED AND NOT AS EFFICIENT AS NEEDED.

Without a shared system, program providers are unable to link families directly to an
expanded network of support services.

Identification of Issues
There are more than 100 early childhood programs participating in the GCQPP. In 2018, more than
6,000 “interest forms” were processed for children ages birth to age 5 for these programs. Families
can access information about these programs from the individual sites, program administrators
and family liaisons by calling the 591-KIDS hotline and accessing the online interest form that can
be found on the Michigan Preschool website. Families seeking to apply to a Great Start Readiness
Program (GSRP), Early Head Start, Head Start, or home-based program are asked to complete the
interest form on the website.
During the current enrollment cycle, interest forms for the next school year (2019-20) will be accepted
beginning March 1, 2019. Historically, the partnership has gone to great lengths to identify barriers
that prevent families from accessing all of their school options. The findings lifted up in this study will
not likely surprise the current program partners and members of the FECC, as many of them are wellaware of the challenges that exist within the current system — and it is apparent that there is a great
sense of urgency to solve for all of the issues/barriers often encountered by families.
As mentioned in our findings, there were six clear areas identified by administrators, stakeholders,
families and current staff that contribute to an inequity of access. In this section, we will share insights
regarding the challenges not only identified by participants, but also as observed by School Smarts’
consultant in the course of developing this study.
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“There is an urgency among the greater early childhood community that we need to provide more
access to early childhood services to more families than are currently being served.”1
Dr. Robert Barnett, dean of UM-Flint’s School of Education and Human Services

FINDING 1: FAMILIES FACE SIGNIFICANT ENROLLMENT BARRIERS

Staff working with families at the GISD and at the GCCARD programs agree that the interest form
isn’t uniformly used by program administrative teams. Additionally, parents often are frustrated to
discover that 1) completing the online form doesn’t automatically enroll them in the programs they
may have listed on the interest form and 2) that they must complete additional documents when it
is determined that a child is eligible for a specific program. For families, the verification process and
inability to provide the needed documentation proved to be a huge challenge to even the most
tech- and systems-savvy parents.
A GCCARD parent, a mother of triplets, and a former child care provider herself shared this: “There’s
lots of mistrust in the system. Parents fear that providing all their income information to someone
might mess them up with other benefits; other parents worry about the required home visits and don’t
understand that family service workers are not trying to come visit them to call CPS. There’s definitely a
lot of need, but there’s also a lot more fear and misinformation. … You see a lot of signs trying to recruit
you to a program — the signs and billboards and phone numbers are everywhere. What you cannot
find is specific information to walk you through what documents you need, where you can get them or
someone to help you over the phone with enough patience to walk you through all of these questions.”

“Before our current process existed, we determined as a staff that there were 21 different processes
being used.” — Catrina Wiskur, coordinator of Genesee County GSRP. “Our problems are not only
external, in that families face challenges in completing applications and understanding eligibility
requirements. Internally, we face challenges with the current technology as there is a huge delay in
our staff being able to see applications as they come in.”

1

“UM-Flint Hosts inaugural Michigan Early Childhood Policy Summit” UM-Flint News, April 9, 2018.
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FINDING 2: OPTIONS UNCLEAR TO FAMILIES AND STAKEHOLDERS

“I came from Mexico, and I saw the lawn sign advertising the programs in all of the places that I went,
but it took me four months to try and get all the documents I was told I needed,” a current GCCARD
parent said. “When I finally enrolled, the staff member who helped me said that they could’ve helped
me secure what was required, but that isn’t what the person on the hotline told me at all.”
In Genesee County’s early childhood education and care landscape, one of the biggest barriers
preventing families from enrolling is the confusion caused by competing programs. Too often this
shows up as mis-information/direction to families about program eligibility or non-existent federal or
state funding-stream priorities.
Primary examples of such disorder surrounds the enrollment at two of the county’s newer sites,
Cumming’s Great Expectations and Educare Flint. These programs were established to offer
additional high-quality options to children who may have been impacted by the water crisis. The
children who reside in Flint and meet the standard federal program eligibility requirements are given
priority placement at Cummings and Educare Flint. Throughout group and individual stakeholder
interviews, families often expressed confusion over which families are eligible for the newer
programs. Some parents, and even some family engagement specialists, appeared to be confused
about the enrollment priorities at both sites.
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“Back in the days when everything wasn’t a fierce competition, a family could walk in a building in
their neighborhood and receive a placement. But now, certain programs and buildings only want to
take the applicants that they want to take and leave the rest to run from site to site,” said a 30-plus
year veteran staff at GCCARD. “There’s misinformation out there about all of the programs these days
because the reality is everyone is trying to fill their seats,. . . .”In an environment of ever dwindling,
insufficient funding for education, the expressed “competition” among organizations feels very real. In
truth, within the city limits of Flint alone, there is a deficit of more than 2,500 seats for families desiring
and needing a child care and education option for their children. The questions then are how do we
increase the number of options, ensure that they are high quality and ensure access by families?

FINDING 3: ENROLLMENT PROCESSES, TECHNOLOGY FUEL CONFUSION

Much of the mistrust that exists between
program partners stems from narratives that
each organization seemingly has developed
about one another over time. The genesis of
this doubt not surprisingly is associated with
the technology and workflow systems that
process hotline calls and program interest
forms. In many cases, the issues that were raised
by those interviewed for this study could be
addressed simply by implementing upgrades to
technology systems.
With a customized system, program administrators have access to dashboards that offer in-depth
analytics specific to their program metrics. An upgraded platform also would allow administrators to
receive reports on current seat demand, and real-time vacancies, develop issue resolution processes
(for specific program questions/complaints) and consistently evaluate placement data for special
populations of students.
“I’m out here in a small community, so I pretty much know everything that is happening,” said one
early childhood director for working with a school district. “Within the larger programs, though, there
is a lot of movement and with competition being what it is I’ve seen how programs will just decide
that they are the only ones getting certain children or that no one wants them to fill their seats. One
of our biggest barriers to creating a better system is individuals getting caught in the stories they are
telling themselves — and even more, the idea that the kids in my program are my kids and their kids
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are their kids. … It is our responsibility as educators to make sure there is a slot for everyone and [to]
worry about all families.”
GISD staff members who process interest forms from families agree that if they had access to realtime seat availability, the result would be empowering and more efficient. They added that families
often call and ask pointedly if there are any programs with seat availability, even if the program isn’t
one that meets the families’ needs.
“The way that we are currently operating, we
have no idea when an application’s been fully
verified, if it’s in process, if the families decided
to leave the county or if the family ultimately
accepted a seat that they were offered,” said
one GISD staff member. “With no transparency,
no data and processes that have some of
us using a paper application and others
completing forms submitted online, there is
no way we can honestly say that we are really
helping families the best way possible. And
even worse, it feels like at times we are setting
all of our programs up to fail because we are
not utilizing technology to make sure we have the opportunity to fill every seat.”

FINDING 4: APPLICATION DATA AND DEMAND INFORMATION NOT BEING SHARED

Expanding and ensuring access for Genesee County families cannot occur without developing a
system in which programs are accountable for adhering to uniform enrollment policies, practices and
specific measures to audit such structures.
In the dozen-plus interviews with families and caregivers, there was a clear articulation of what
greater accountability would look like and how it related directly to the ability or inability to enroll in a
program of their preference.
“In a room full of 20 to 30 adults, I might have five, maybe six parents who have tried to tackle
the intake process for early-learning programs here in Flint,” said LaDelvin Walker, an AmeriCorps
service member who assists families as a Parent Navigator in the Flint & Genesee Literacy Network.
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“It just amazes me that we have a system, seats available, signs and literature everywhere telling
families where and how to sign up, but no one person or organization responsible for making sure
that families’ applications are processed; that their questions are answered, or that they’re connected
when there are flags on their applications. Many parents have just given up on trying to have their
child placed in a program.”
Likewise, within many of the partnership’s programs, there were numerous family service workers
and program partners who shared frustrations about unresolved issues at certain sites that led to
some families leaving the program mid-year and hopping into new slots offered at other programs
or sites. The staff in the GISD and GCCARD programs were at a loss as to where responsibility fell
for handling issue resolution, particularly when it involved complaints about enrollment and support
services. They said a family most likely would leave a program instead of reporting an issue to a
program administrator.
“We definitely need more of a sense of connection and ownership of these programs as parents,”
Walker said. “There are no advocates making sure that parents, as the customers, are protected and
able to hold the individuals responsible who are in a position to provide a service to families. I am a
parent here and I am going through the process right now, and I can tell you, it’s pretty terrible the
position you are put in to try and figure it out all on you own. Someone should be responsible for
making this easier for every family.”

FINDING 5: FAMILIES UNAWARE OF THEIR OPTIONS AND LACK AWARENESS OF WHY
PROGRAM PARTICIPATION IS VALUABLE

“Communication is super focused on recruitment; it doesn’t appear that anyone’s figured out how
to get the message out on why early childhood programs are important and then help families
understand how it is connected to kindergarten readiness,” said Lauren Holaly-Zembo, vice president
of community impact for Crim Fitness Foundation, a nonprofit organization that promotes youth
sports and physical activity in Genesee County. “As a parent actively seeking child care for my own
child, I can tell you that I’ve spent hours trying to find information online and calling folks, I realize I
am fortunate because I have a car, the time and the ability to do this kind of research. That’s just not
the case for most parents. They need better tools.”
Holaly-Zembo said it wasn’t until late into her search that she was connected to the Child Care
Network, a local nonprofit that serves as a resource for families seeking child-care and information on
enrollment processes and program eligibility. The Child Care Network staff utilize the Great Start to
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Quality platform and numerous other resources to help identify the best child care options for families.
With a varied number and type of of programs having divergent eligibility requirements, Flint and
Genesee County’s early childhood and education partners should consider investing in a shared
strategic communications initiative that would deliver broader information on the benefits of early
childhood and education programs. Other cities that have established unified enrollment systems
have published earlychild care and education resource guides that list program profiles and provide
families with information about searching online databases for additional program details.
Individual sites and programs within unified enrollment systems maintain their autonomy in
developing recruitment and enrollment marketing materials. However, the larger ecosystem of
collaborative partners often combines resources and capacity to develop communication tools,
engagement and outreach events, and campaigns that concentrate efforts to build broader support
and awareness of program options and benefits.
“Every time I see one of the lawn signs telling families to ‘ENROLL NOW’ I wonder if there was a way
to buy less signs and have more info to help moms like me figure out how to get together all the
things I need to actually enroll now,” said a new mother of a child in a GCCARD program. “I don’t
need someone to hold my hand, I am a pretty smart person. The flyers, billboards and millions of
lawn signs just aren’t enough to help real parents understand the process of getting your baby a seat
at one of the millions of programs it seems like we have here in Flint.”

“We know what we need now more than ever is to connect and collaborate so much of what we do in
service to our residents and families,” said Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha, associate professor at Michigan
State University College of Human Medicine and director of the MSU-Hurley Children’s Hospital
Pediatric Public Health Initiative. “A unified enrollment system for early-education programs is just
common sense. … Yes, there are certainly nuances to every program that could make design of such
a system harder, but impossible? No. Flint’s families deserve a seamless process.”

FINDING 6: SYSTEMS LACK THE ABILITY TO COORDINATE ENROLLMENT AND OTHER RESOURCES

Following the water crisis, Dr. Hanna-Attisha led efforts to create the Flint-Registry, an online resource
and voluntary registry. Currently, the Flint Registry offers anyone exposed to Flint water from April
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2014 until October 2015 (an estimated 150,000 people) increased access to services and programs.
These services include the Lead Safe Home Program, Medicaid and even early childhood resources.
Some administrators stated that there is limited connectivity to Michigan’s Department of Health
and Human Services. Beyond these supports there’s the possibility that a unified enrollment system
could build-in functionality that allows students and families the ability to “opt-in” to participate in an
integrated referral management solution, a tool that could connect services and providers to share
critical updates as it relates to student and family needs.

Dr. Hanna-Attisha isn’t alone in her vision of a city that is fully connecting families to a variety of
resources. A similar desire to connect children and caregivers through advanced technology was
expressed by all levels of administrators, staff and program participants from GISD and GCCARD
and many of the interviewed community partners. Many stated that it was frustrating that the current
systems block them from not only providing referrals, but also to know about a family’s need for
additional resources.
Program specialists in early childhood classrooms who work with students identified as having
developmental delays expressed the need to access updated medical and case files for children
who have been exposed to lead. As one teacher said, “Our parents and the relatives who are taking
care of the students in our classes may or may not feel comfortable having conversations with us as
a child’s delays progress or diagnosis become more complicated. If there were agreements in place
that give families the ability to have such information shared with us via a system that was integrated
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with the ones we are already using it would easily change the entire way that we are able to help a
child in the classroom.”
Undoubtedly, there is a great sense of urgency to create such systems, although those interviewed
also sharply noted that such systems cannot be created in silos. There must be real, not just
perceived, fairness when identifying collaborators and time investment in developing the necessary
relationships to make such partnerships sustainable.
“We want folks to know that the systems are here and available to support them, but if we are going
to build a true ecosystem that works for everyone we have to do it collaboratively — and have some
connectivity that just might take some getting used to for some systems who have never partnered
in such ways,” said Jennifer Liversedge, program officer at the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation. “It
will be important for everyone to remember that for such systems to work, there must be trust and
transparency that exist within every level of the systems we create.”

Recommendations
School Smarts prefaces our recommendations with the acknowledgment that much good work has
occurred and there is already a strong foundation for a unified system in Flint. The GCQPP should
be proud of the significant commitment of time, resources and planning that leaders have invested.
They have overcome numerous hurdles related to technology, policy and engagement as the number
of program partners and participants has grown.
Annually, the leadership and staff in the Center for Countywide Programs, the current holder of
the technology system in use, have worked with their third-party technology vendor to evaluate
and design system updates to improve access for families. That said these recommendations are
based on the assumption that the third-party vendor operating the Michigan preschool website (and
connected enrollment hotline) would consider a pilot period of back-end support for the proposed
Unified Enrollment platform, application portal and data-management system.
By working with the partnership, the technology vendor in Genesee County could ultimately expand
the use of the platform, its user interconnectivity, customization and functionality to additional
counties across Michigan. Exploring this possibility with the potential of improving access, efficiency
and transparency for more families directly aligns with the FECC’s commitment to resolving regional
and statewide concerns.
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RECOMMENDATION ONE: Investing in updates to the operating system and application interface

would eliminate many barriers experienced by families and providers. Presently, the GCQPP contracts
with a third-party provider to run the platform that serves as the backbone of the Michigan preschool
intake/referral form and the associated hotline support. This platform supports multiple counties and,
as such, the partnership is limited in how much customization and/or functionality that can be added
to the current Michigan Preschool portal.
Key components of a system/platform upgrade should:

■

Include application fields and flows
that determine the applicants’
eligibility and the functionality to offer
program choices based entirely on
that eligibility determination

■

Ensure administrative access to
system functions that easily manage
duplicate applications and track
application updates and changes .
All of which will provide additional
transparency and comprehension of
an application’s status.

■

Provide the ability to link siblings and families as groups. This upgrade would simplify the
application process for families in which multiple children are enrolled within the same
program year. It also should provide administrators with an internal system to more easily
identify siblings or households in which multiple families share the same address.

■

Develop communication capabilities that allow email and text notifications to families to
update them on each step of the process and inform them of issues/flags on submitted
applications.

■

Improve transfer and discharge functionality. To better serve families and understand
program demand and seat availability, the ability to see ongoing enrollment actions within
one system is vital. Integrated systems technology could allow this to happen automatically
overnight, or program participants could elect to update this information manually as
discharges/transfers occur.
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■

Add wait-list management tools to provide increased transparency across programs, and
operationally to create lists that are more reflective of the true demand within the county at
any given time (i.e., if a child is satisfied with their placement in the program of their choice,
their name would be removed from all wait lists.)

■

Introduce the ability to match applicants based on preferences and program priorities to
ensure a single offer to each applicant’s best possible placement match. Currently, some
applicants have been offered multiple placements while others receive none, and the
system lacks a method to place applicants on preference-based wait lists.

■

Coordinate with participating program partners to ensure system updates and interface
changes align with individual program needs. Such updates will have no value if program
partners do not intend to utilize or support these systems advances.

RECOMMENDATION TWO: Participating

program partners must establish a shared
enrollment cycle and processes. Once a timeline
is established, it is critical that materials and
messaging tools be designed to eliminate
confusion regarding all early childhood education
and care options, their eligibility and registration
requirements, and transfer/withdrawal policies
from one program to another.
Key components of a shared enrollment cycle
process should include:

■

An approved timeline and application period for all participating partnership programs.
To support the annual enrollment cycle, partners should host citywide open houses and
application support events that encourage families to evaluate program/sites before
completing their applications in addition to offering individual in-person support for those
requiring application assistance.

■

A printed (and online) annual program guide that lists all information as it relates to
enrollment application and registration processes and profiles for all publicly funded
partnership programs.
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■

A one-match system to meet the unique priorities and capacities of each program.

■

An evaluation system to audit all data as it pertains to match results. When an evaluator/
auditor is selected, establish a structure in which she/he will produce and publish reports to
share internally and externally with stakeholders.

■

A shared set of policies that govern how post-application period enrollment actions will
be processed, including waiver approval, mid-year transfers and new enrollment, and all
disciplinary documentation.

RECOMMENDATION THREE: Build a shared data-management system for all program partners

that has system report and program-level dashboards customized to provide operational-level
transparency for families and administrators.
The benefits of this protocol are:
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Transparency through the use of a centralized platform in which real-time seat availability, seat
acceptance and program-demand information are available to system users and, on some levels,
families. This is a proven and efficient way by which partners can exponentially raise levels of trust
with program participants and their service and social-support networks.
The dissolution of program and organizational silos by providing access to such reports, data and
third-party evaluations, which also potentially could improve the level of trust among program
partners. Program partners often work in silos as they build out classroom types and determine
staffing and facilities needs based on limited information. A shared enrollment system would give
administrators and individual program directors a fuller understanding of enrollment trends and
demands of the market they are serving.
Linkage from enrolled students and families to support services. In addition to marked improvement
in enrollment processes, there is an associated opportunity to develop a data-management system
that could also connect enrolled students to needed support services, and track a family’s ability to
access that assistance.

RECOMMENDATION FOUR: Partners should consider developing shared communication and

outreach tools to mitigate confusion for families.
Build upon current websites and guides to provide more detailed program profile information with
search functions and the creation of a comprehensive guide that presents all program profiles and
eligibility information in a printed form as well.
Secure knowledgeable and experienced staff to oversee application chat function on the website to
help families navigate process via the website.
Establish a set schedule for annual publications, outreach and engagement activities so families’ have
multiple opportunities to access program information.
Coordinate a larger, concentrate efforts to build broader support and awareness of program options
and benefits.

EXPANDING EARLY CHILDHOOD PROGRAM ACCESS, ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY IN GENESEE COUNTY (MICHIGAN)

26

Next Steps
School Smarts recommends that the FECC and GCQPP consider the following next steps as they
explore their options for design and implementation of a UE system for early childhood education:

■

Determine whether the current third-party vendor contracted to operate the Michigan
Preschool platform and support services would consider working on the development of an
upgraded platform customized to meet the needs of the participating partner programs.

■

Coordinate with program partners and community stakeholders to select 10 to 12
representatives to serve as the System Design Steering Committee, responsible for creating
a timeline for the UE work, establishing system priorities and policies, and providing
oversight for system changes and all audits.

■

Establish a Community Advisory Group of 10-15 individuals representing a diverse
demographic of Flint and Genesee County responsible for providing feedback on the
process work of the System Design Steering Committee.

■

Identify when demand outpaces seat availability and examine how to expand high-quality
options for available seating before launching a unified enrollment system. This task
should be a collaboration between the Community Advisory Group and the System Design
Steering Committee.

■

Begin to develop communication assets & outreach materials that would enable families to
learn more about programs and the progam eligibility requirements as the system design
work takes place.

■

Maintain in-person and online opportunities for families to learn about program options
and consider using tools that would allow GISD staff to answer questions via online chat
sessions with families.

■

Consider instituting training for ambassadors or navigators that would allow interested
parents, caretakers and community members to participate in and potentially earn stipends
to help support enrollment and outreach efforts.
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“In a dream world, we have the ability to offer our families in Flint access to all the service and
program information they need one in place — where they don’t have to jump around from place
to place to get information or find the support they need to access the education programs, healthcare connections and referrals they need. And we do not need another nonprofit or entity to make
this happen. I feel confident that the ISD is competent and capable of doing this work.”

Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha, associate professor at Michigan State University College of Human Medicine
and director of the MSU-Hurley Children’s Hospital Pediatric Public Health Initiative

Design Values
Should the FECC and GCQPP move forward
in the development of a unified enrollment
system, School Smarts recommends the use
of the following principles to guide the system
design. Building off these principles will help
ensure that those who have contributed their
insights to this study, along with those who have
experienced many of the challenges addressed
in our findings, will feel validated in knowing that
the system design work is based on two clear
principles:
1. All families deserve equitable access to all publicly funded early learning and care
programs.
2. All program participants within the GCQPP are committed to operating on a level playing
field governed by a common set of guidelines and policies.
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These principles are demonstrated through the close adherence to the following design values:

DESIGN VALUE ONE

DESIGN VALUE TWO

Include all programs in the system

The system (and all components) must be
simple and family-friendly

■

A
 ll program types participate in the
design process.

■

■

■

A
 pplication platform must allow

A
 pplication must allow families to

families to search individual

rank programs in order of preference.

program profiles and use formulated

A
 shared set of enrollment policies

application fields that adjust based

must be agreed upon by all

on the applicant’s program eligibility.

participating programs.
■

■

■

F
 amilies must have ability to

A
 ccess to high-level data dashboards

update their application during the

should be available to all system

enrollment window and option to be

level users and partners.

informed of all application changes

A
 pplication data, demand reports

via email, text and form letters.

and third-party evaluations must

■

A
 ll application materials and

be used by all participants and the

outreach support must be available

greater community to strategically

multiple formats and languages.

plan for program needs.

■

O
 ne-on-one support must continue
to be available to families who may
need it.
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DESIGN VALUE THREE

DESIGN VALUE FOUR

Program information should be accessible

Stakeholders must be engaged in all levels

and unbiased in its presentation

of system development

■

■

A
 ll program materials must present

implementation must involve

M
 aterials must provide eligibility

stakeholders as value-added partners.
■

F
 or families, partners and the

availability.

community at large, the design process

Information must explain the

must provide a feeling of ownership and

differences in program offerings and

investment.

the benefits each program can or

■

E
 very stage of the design and

all options available to families.
requirements and details on seat

■

■

■

It is vital that all stakeholders and

cannot offer families (IE: Bus tokens

families understand what problems

or stipends for transportation costs).

unified enrollment can solve and which

F
 amilies who do not qualify for

issues cannot be addressed by the

publicly -funded preschools seats

system.

also need information on options.
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Appendix: Learning From Other Cities

NEW ORLEANS

Enrollnola.org,
EnrollNOLA.org/ece/
New Orleans was the first unified enrollment
system in the country to add publicly funded
preschool seats within the same application
process as the city’s K-12 application. There
are several cities that include all school-based
programs for 4-year-olds (primarily offered by
school districts and/or charter-management
companies). Presently, Enroll Newark includes all
in-district and charter school programs.
In New Orleans, the K-12 common application
process was launched in February 2012. In 2014,
the EnrollNOLA team formed a Systems Design
team made up of program representatives and
key early-education partners/stakeholders. This
team provided guidance in creating a unified
enrollment process for all of the city’s Early Head
Start, Head Start, state funded school-based and
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private-provider preschool programs.
Using the online application portal known as
OneApp, families can check their eligibility
for programs, submit applications, upload
verification documents, check the status of an
application and, application information (such
as addresses and phone numbers) and program
rankings can be edited up throughout the
application window.
The Unified Enrollment process and oversight for
the system in New Orleans is governed by the
Orleans Parish School Board. All early childhood
care and education programs receiving public
funds are required to participate in a coordinated
enrollment process based on requirements of
Louisiana’s Early Childhood Education Act (Act
3), which passed in 2012 with the support of
Louisiana early childhood care and education
advocates and organizations.
New Orleans’ unified enrollment system levers
presently include the following components:

■

A
 prioritized one-match offer process

■

A
 real-time centralized data system

■

A
 preschool wait-list process

■

A
 robust information and outreach system
created and supported by stakeholders
and program participants that includes
the operation of citywide family resource
centers, publication of an annual Early
Childhood and K-12 guide for families,
summer enrollment and support services,
and an annual enrollment and resource fair
held at the Louisiana Superdome.
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INDIANAPOLIS

EnrollIndy.org
Launched in 2015 as a non-profit venture, Enroll
Indy was developed by a steering committee
made up of K-12 traditional school district
and charter school leaders and community
stakeholders. In 2016, the Enroll Indy team
designed and launched a citywide School Finder
tool, opened an Enroll Indy Family Resource
Center and created an enrollment support
hotline for families that provided information and
applications to apply for school options.
In November 2017, Enroll Indy introduced its
OneMatch application process after securing a
participation agreement from the Indianapolis
Public School Board and forming an alliance
with 80 percent of Indianapolis’ charter schools.
The Enroll Indy application focuses primarily on
assigning school-based Pre-K through 12thgrade seats.
It is evident from the Enroll Indy’s application
functionality, communication and outreach tools,
and online profiles developed by the group
and its partners that they staunchly upheld the
design value of including stakeholders in all parts
of the system design process. In year one of
Enroll Indy’s launch, more than 25,000 families
were connected to resources, nearly 29,000
attended an Enroll Indy event and 123,000-plus
unique visitors reviewed the School Finder and
enrollment materials.
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NEWARK

NewarkEnrolls.org
Newark’s unified enrollment system launched
in 2013; it is housed within the Newark Public
Schools District. Presently, slightly more than
12,000 families use the system to access
K-12 and some preschool seats in 70 schools.
Highlights of the Newark work include the
ability for families to learn which placement/
schools offers the program that is designated for
their geographic area. The Newark system also
features technology components that inform
families during the summer enrollment process
about seating availability.
The Newark Enrolls enrollment priorities
are uplifted as a model because enrollment
preference is given to students who may need
additional support such as those living in
extreme poverty, those with disabilities, Englishlanguage learners, and over-age and undercredited students.
Many unified enrollment systems have priorities
built-in for siblings and geographic proximities.
The Newark priorities were established
to support more equitable access to the
more favored magnets and charter schools
participating in the Newark Enrolls process.
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