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Dear members of the North Carolina General Assembly:

It is our pleasure to provide the North Carolina Partnership for Children (NCPC)  
2014 – 2015 Annual Report. 

This report is responsive to G.S. 143B-168.12(d) which requires that:  “The North Carolina 
Partnership for Children, Inc., shall make a report no later than December 1 of each year 
to the General Assembly that shall include the following:

(1) A description of the program and significant services and initiatives.

(2) A history of Smart Start funding and the previous fiscal year’s expenditures.

(3) The number of children served by type of service.

(4) The type and quantity of services provided.

(5) The results of the previous year’s evaluation of the initiatives or related programs and services.

(6) A description of significant policy and program changes.

(7) Any recommendations for legislative actions.”

NCPC and the Smart Start network are critical pieces of North Carolina’s early childhood 
system. Our work includes: raising the quality of early care and education, providing 
significant support to NC Pre-K and the Child Care Subsidy program; engaging and 
supporting families; and ensuring more North Carolinians are developing healthy habits 
early in life. With a long history of support from the General Assembly, Smart Start is a 
nationally recognized leaders in early childhood and healthy development.

 With declines in funding since 2008, along with a growing population, the network has 
struggled to meet the needs of many of our children and families. We need your continued 
support so that Smart Start can continue to ensure that our children are ready to succeed, 
lead productive lives, and contribute to a strong, vibrant North Carolina. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Nancy H. Brown, Board Chair

Cindy Watkins, President 
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Smart Start is a network of 75 nonprofit 
local partnerships that serve all 100 North 
Carolina counties. This network is led 
by The North Carolina Partnership for 
Children, Inc. (NCPC) that ensures fiscal 
and programmatic accountability, and 
coordinates the statewide network to 
create better outcomes for children and 
families. 

This structure establishes 
a system for state-wide 
governance and innovation 
with local inspiration that works in 
communities across our state. 

Babies born today have only 2,000 days 
before they begin kindergarten. In that 
time, a significant amount of critical brain 
development will occur. For children to 
develop the skills and tools needed to be 

successful individuals, investments must 
be made in the critical early years.

Serving children birth to five, Smart Start  
works across the state, to raise the quality 
of child care, strengthen families, advance 
child health and development, and 

improve early literacy. 
The network implements 
other state, federal, local, and 
private programs and services, such as  
NC Pre-K, child care subsidy, Race to the 
Top Early Learning Challenge Grant, and 
Shape NC.

The Smart Start Network:
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At the state level, NCPC works to ensure 
data driven results and accountability for 
the entire network, as well as make sure 
that state investments are producing strong 
outcomes for children. The Smart Start 
Resource Guide of Evidence-Based and Evidence-
Informed Programs and Practices provides 
local partnerships with evidence on program 
outcomes to support informed budget 
choices that produce targeted results for 
communities. In addition, continuous fiscal 
and quality monitoring ensure effectiveness 
and continued innovation. This includes:

 • Training local partnership board 
members and staff on fiduciary 
oversight thus protecting accountability 
in all financial processes from budget 
oversight to contract management

 • Monitoring local partnerships to ensure 
compliance with state and federal laws, 
legislative mandates, and state policies

 • Supporting centralized accounting, 
contracting, and back office functions 
that promote efficiency for the network

 • Guiding local partnerships toward 
selection and implementation 
of evidence-based, evidence-
informed programs to achieve 
the best outcomes for children

 • Reviewing programs at the local level 
to ensure services are targeting and 
addressing unique community needs, 
and not duplicative of other investments

How It Works:

NCPC provides:
 - Data for county wide performance indicators
 - Demographic data
 - Strategic planning toolkits

LP uses data to inform 
long-range strategic plan

LP uses Evidence based & informed 
criteria and evidence to select and 
fine-tune activities for plan

LP implements pIan
LP collects program data
 on an ongoing basis

LP reviews program data regularly, 
and updates  activities as needed, 
reporting data to NCPC 

NCPC provides consultation and training on:
 - program implementation    - data collection and evaluation 
 - systems building          - organizational and leadership development
 - operations management

NCPC provides a majority of 
evidence and consults on 
program development

NCPC reviews and 
approves annual plans

 NCPC provides oversight with:
 - Financial and quality assurance monitoring
 - Review of performance indicators
 - Technical assistance on implementation
 - Statewide evaluations

LOCAL
PARTNERSHIP (LP)

CYCLE

NCPC Cycle of 
Technical Assistance 
and Oversight

This chart outlines the process 
for local partnerships in using 
data to inform their annual 
strategic planning processes 
and how NCPC supports that 
local process. 
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 • Facilitating the sharing of resources, 
innovative ideas, and solutions 
across the Smart Start network so 
that individual counties benefit from 
a collective knowledge rather than 
using additional public resources 
on a problem that has already 
been solved in another county  

 • Maintaining a centralized portal 
for collection of programmatic 
data including numbers served 
and outcomes for each activity

 • Disaggregating and providing access to 
county level measures of child well-
being collected from state agencies

 •  Collaborating with state level 
partners to plan and implement 
well-aligned services to maximize 
available resources and ensure 
the greatest impact for children.

In local communities, local partnerships 
have the flexibility to use data-driven 
decision making to determine how to 
increase the health, well-being and 
development of their children based on 
the needs and resources of their local 
communities. They support the needs 
of families and children during this 

critical developmental period by using a 
combination of state, federal, local and 
private funds to provide comprehensive 
services and programs that support and 
strengthen this early development by:

 • Ensuring child care is high quality, 
child-focused and family-friendly 

 • Providing subsidy services and access 
to high quality early education

 • Supporting NC Pre-K providers 
and providing family assistance 

 • Advancing child health and 
nutrition through child care 
centers and medical practices

 • Supporting families with programs 
that improve parenting skills 
and promote involvement with 
their child’s education

 • Promoting early literacy with 
programs that assist parents, and 
child care and medical providers

 • Ensuring sustainable 
implementation of evidence-
based early childhood services

 • Bringing communities together 
to collectively address specific 
needs of each local community.
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With statewide governance and local data-
driven decision making, the Smart Start 
network acts as an effective and efficient 
planning and delivery mechanism for North 
Carolina’s early childhood system. The 
network not only provides programs and 
services to families and children, but also 
supports shared learning and innovation, 
allows for flexibility to address problems and 
assure opportunity for young children, and 
leverage other public and private dollars 
making North Carolina a leader in early 
childhood care and education.

That flexibility means that:

 • In Wake County, when families apply 
for Pre-K, they complete and submit a 
common application that is used as the 
initial application for NC Pre-K, Head 
Start, and Title One. This collaborative, 
cross-agency process led by Wake 
County Smart Start identifies the need 
of individual families and children and 
then targets and effectively utilizes 
limited resources.  The process also 
enhances and deepens program 
collaboration to better serve more 
children and families. This process has 
been so successful that the system 
was integrated into the Department 

of Child Care 
and Early 
Learning’s 
database 
for use in 
every county 

as a way for NC 
Pre-K providers 

to gather, prioritize, and 
submit required data.

That ability to leverage resources  
means that:

 • In Randolph County, 75 percent of 
full-day licensed child care centers 
have new or transformed outdoor 
learning environments so that children 
have engaging outdoor spaces to get 
exercise, grow vegetables, and learn. 
NCPC partnered with the Blue Cross 
and Blue Shield of North Carolina 
(BCBSNC) Foundation to leverage 
$6 million to increase the number 
of children starting kindergarten at 
a healthy weight.  This partnership 
resulted in the creation of Shape 
NC which has engaged communities 
spanning 27 counties and 196 
centers to improve healthy eating 
and active play for over one thousand 
of our state’s children. Currently 
the program is growing to engage 
240 additional child care centers.

That shared learning means that:

 • In Stokes County, child care centers 
are consistently improving quality of 
care by improving center environments 
and providing professional 
development opportunities for early 
education teachers. The Stokes 
County Partnership for Children 
offers centers bonus subsidy funds 
to support high quality care. The 
partnership implemented this 
innovative model which was borrowed 
from the Catawba County Partnership 
for Children after learning of the 
success in Catawba County with 
increasing the quality of child care. 
In the last fiscal year, 82 percent of 
children in Stokes County were in 4 
or 5 star centers. An increase from 
73 percent just three years earlier.

Why it Works

Spotlight on:
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In the 2014-2015 fiscal year, local 
partnership expenditures of state Smart 
Start funds totaled $142.2 million. In 
addition, NCPC expended $5 million. Of 
this, $2.03 million were local partnership 
funds managed by NCPC in order to 
meet legislative requirements, including 
the fiscal accountability system and local 
partnership audits, as well as helping local 
partnerships build their capacity. The 
remaining $2.97 million was used by NCPC 
to ensure that Smart Start fully met all 
legislatively-mandated requirements and 
operated to the highest standards of fiscal 
and programmatic integrity. NCPC provides 
leadership in best practices and evidence-
based, evidence-informed services. 

With the highest standards of accountability, 
North Carolina’s early childhood system 

efficiently moves resources to serve 
children. Together, the 76 separate 
organizations (NCPC and 75 independent 
local partnerships) are able to effectively 
budget resources, reverting only 0.48 
percent of the 2013-2014 Smart Start funds.

Federal, local and private funders have 
invested millions of dollars in North 
Carolina’s early childhood system because 
Smart Start provides the infrastructure in 
each local community to deliver results. In 
the 2014-2015 fiscal year, NCPC and the 
Smart Start local partnerships together 
leveraged an additional $29 million for 
the state’s young children including $20.5 
million in cash and $8.5 million from in-kind 
contributions. 

Funding

See Charts and Tables on page 16.
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A top priority for Smart Start is increasing 
the quality of early care and education 
across the state. The goal is to promote 
high quality early care that is child-focused 
and family-friendly. In North Carolina, 
licensed child care facilities have star ratings 
between 1 and 5 stars, with 5 stars being 
the highest. Smart Start supports initiatives 
to improve the quality or maintain the high 
quality (4-5 stars) of child care centers, 
ensure access to high quality centers for 
children, and help child care providers by 
offering professional development and 
technical assistance.

Raising the star ratings
Smart Start works to create a foundation for 
programs and services to achieve successful 
outcomes as they are implemented and 
facilitated in centers that have 4 or 5 star 
ratings, retain educated and qualified 
teachers, promote health and physical 
activity, and engage parents. NCPC works 

with statewide 
partners to 

ensure 
the latest 
research 

and 
effective 

programs are being applied 
across the state, while 

local partnerships work directly with child 
care centers. Over the past several years, 
this focus on quality improvement has 
dramatically improved the landscape of 
early care and education in North Carolina. 
In fact, the average star rating for children 
enrolled in regulated early child care and 
education programs has jumped from 2.76 
in 2001 to 4.29 in 2015.

Smart Start works directly with child care 
centers in each county to understand 
where the greatest needs for quality 
enhancements are, including environmental 
ratings, teacher education, and health and 
nutrition. This ability to target and address 
the needs of each center means that:

 • In Brunswick County, Smart 
Start funds WAGE$, a program that 
provides education-based salary 
supplements to low-paid teachers, 
directors and family child care 
providers. By rewarding teacher 
education and continuity of care, 
preschool children have more stable 
relationships with better educated 
teachers. A teacher in Brunswick 
County noted, “This program has made 
all the difference in the world to me. 
Since the WAGE$ Project began, I 
have gone from having a high school 
diploma to having my degree in Birth 
through Kindergarten Education.”   

 • In Robeson County, the Partnership 
for Children began funding My 
Teaching Partner (a program focused 
on enhancing classroom teacher-
child interactions) after convening 
a local committee made up of early 
care and education stakeholders 
and professionals from the Health 
Department, Department of Social 
Services, Division of Child Development 
and Early Education, and others 
who saw the need for centers that 
were already achieving higher star 
levels to step up to the next level of 
quality. The committee realized that 
providers needed one-on-one support 
and coaching, and teachers were 
overwhelmed. By providing intensive 
coaching opportunities outside of the 
classroom both centers and teachers 
improved teacher-student interactions, 
which in turn, increased student 
learning and development. 

Raising the Quality of Early Care and Education

Spotlight on:
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In Camden and Pasquotank 
Counties, a large child care facility 
that served both communities closed 
unexpectedly. The Albemarle Smart 
Start Partnership worked closely 
with the parents, child care staff, 
and Division of Child Development 
and Early Education to ensure that 
children were reassigned to high 
quality child care placements quickly, 
and parents were able to continue to 
work or attend school. The Partnership 
then continued to work closely in 
the community to improve overall 
quality and accessibility of child care. 

A Value Add  
to Subsidy Funds
For years, Smart Start subsidy funds have 
been used to increase the quality of early 
child care and education in the state. Many 
Smart Start local partnerships manage 

subsidy funds within 
their communities 
to boost quality, 
promote access for 
children that are 
at the highest risk 
and support the 

child care industry. NCPC supports subsidy 
innovation by sharing success stories across 
the network so they may be modeled in 
other counties, as well as leading a Subsidy 
Work Group charged with evaluating the 
most effective and efficient ways for subsidy 
funds to be utilized. This ability to be 
innovative with subsidy dollars to address 
local needs means that:

 • In Nash and Edgecombe Counties, 
parents applying for a subsidy 
scholarship have the opportunity to 

participate in parenting programs 
or other activities that assist them 
in engaging with children. The Down 
East Partnership for Children weaves 
family support and parent engagement 
strategies into subsidy services. 
This results in the strengthening 
of the entire family unit and when 
parents actively participate in 
their child’s education during the 
early years, they are more likely to 
participate in later schooling as well.

 • In Vance County, the Franklin 
Granville Vance Smart Start worked 
with the local Department of Social 
Services and Health Department to 
address a high teen pregnancy rate 
in the county. In 2010, Vance County 
ranked second in teen pregnancy rates 
for the state. The local partnership 
helped develop an Adolescent 
Parenting Program that required teen 
parents to remain in school and attend 
group parenting classes in order to 
receive subsidy funds for child care. 
Vance County has since had a 42.5 
percent drop in the number of teen 
pregnancies from 2010 to 2013.

Infrastructure  
Support for NC Pre-K
Across the Smart Start network, local 
partnerships partner with NC Pre-K 
providers to help eligible four-year-olds 
access the program, co-chair the NC Pre-K 
Committees in all counties, administer the 
NC Pre-K program in 56 counties through a 
separate contract with the Division of Child 
Development and Early Education, and 
provide an additional $8,600,000 of funding 
to NC Pre-K across the state to ensure high 
quality services and increase access for 

The Down East Partnership for 
Children weaves family support 
and parent engagement strategies 
into subsidy services. This results 
in the strengthening of the entire 
family unit...
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children. Because there is local flexibility in 
how NC Pre-K is administered, Smart Start 
is able to support the program in ways that 
best meet the needs of families and school 
systems, which means that:

 • In Surry County, there is a consistent, 
high quality NC Pre-K program across 
three different school systems. With 
three separate systems serving the 
children of Surry County, the Early 
Childhood Partnership stepped in 
to administer NC Pre-K in order 
to ensure that the program was 
implemented in a way that maintained 

high quality across the various 
systems. This also results in cost 
savings for the county because 
of the efficiencies of a centralized 
administration for three systems.

 • In Union County, the Alliance for 
Children stepped in to manage 
NC Pre-K when the school system 
determined late in the process 
that it could no longer oversee the 
program. Within just three weeks, 
the partnership took over the 
program, ensuring that children 
were able to enter NC Pre-K in 
time for the new school year.

See Charts and Tables on page 17
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Recent research has proven the 
tremendous long-term benefits of family 
support and home visiting programs. 
Studies of these programs have highlighted 
improved maternal and child health, 
increased maternal employment and 
improved school readiness. Research 
has also produced new insights on the 
importance of adult-child interaction, 
managing behavior and preparing children 
to enter school healthy and ready to 
succeed. 

Smart Start offers family-focused programs 
that improve parenting and promote 

involvement. 
NCPC 
supports 
these 
programs 

by evaluating 
the emerging 
evidence around 

parent engagement 
programs and providing 

technical assistance on how to implement in 
effective ways. Parent education programs 
give parents tools to increase their 
knowledge of early childhood development 
and positive parenting practices, and home 
visiting programs help new parents and 
parents-to-be by providing education, 
information and resources. This dedication 
to a family-centered approach means that:

 • In Alamance County, the Partnership 
for Children provides parents 
the opportunity to participate in 

Incredible Years, a program that 
offers parents weekly intensive 
group sessions focused on building 
nurturing relationships with children 
and managing challenging behaviors. 
Last fiscal year, over 100 children 
have benefited from this program 
with one parent noting, “I am so 
grateful for the course and the 
ladies who dedicate their time to 
instruction. I feel confident in raising 
my son to be a smart, loved child.”

 • In Guilford County, the Partnership 
for Children offers Parents as 
Teachers, an evidence-based program 
that provides the information, 
support and encouragement parents 
need to help their children develop 
optimally during the early years of 
life. The model includes home visits 
by parent educators, parent group 
meetings about early childhood and 
parenting, developmental and health 
screenings for young children, and 
linkages and referrals to community 
networks and resources. As a result, 
84 percent of parents that participated 
demonstrated an increase in engaging 
with their young children in reading 
activities and parent-child interaction.

 • In Catawba County, where the 
Partnership for Children also offer 
Parents As Teachers, 90 percent 
of children participating in the 
program entered Kindergarten ready 
to succeed, as evidenced by the 
Developmental Indicators for the 
Assessment of Learning screening tool.

Supporting NC Families

See Charts and Tables on page 18

Spotlight on:
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Over the past four years, Smart Start 
has significantly expanded early literacy 
programs. Literacy affects our state’s ability 
to create a workforce needed to compete 
in the global market and ensure our future 
prosperity. Recognizing that a majority of 
language development occurs in the first few 
years of life, Smart Start provides programs 
that develop early literacy skills needed for 
success in school, work and life. Smart Start 
brings proven, national programs to the 
children and families of North Carolina.

In response to a directive from the 
General Assembly in 2011 to “implement 

an evidence-based pilot literacy 
program that improves literacy of 
children from birth through five 
years of age,” NCPC dedicated 
$300,000 to support the 
implementation of the Reach 
Out and Read pilot project. This 

dedication of funds for pilot programs 
across the state has built a foundation 
for local partnerships to continue the 
program and increase reach by securing 
private funds. That dedication of public 
funds has continued every year and Reach 
Out and Read has continued to expand. 
This program, along with others including 
Raising a Reader, Dolly Parton Imagination 
Library, and many more, assist parents in 
developing habits of daily reading with their 
children, and assist children in discovering 

an early love of 
reading. This 
comprehensive 

approach to 
providing programs 

in a variety of settings, as well 
as offering resources to children 

and parents means that:

 • In Dare County, the Children and 
Youth Partnership of Dare County, 

worked with a large pediatric office 
in the county to implement Reach 
Out and Read, and early literacy 
program that supports doctors in 
their efforts to “prescribe” reading to 
young children and families during 
well-child visits. Because of this 
partnership, 95 percent of the children 
in the county are participating in the 
program which has shown results in 
increasing the amount of time parents 
spend reading to their children.

 • In New Hanover County, the Smart 
Start of New Hanover County worked 
with the Public Library to provide the 
Raising a Reader program in early 
learning classrooms, promote daily 
book sharing between parents and 
children, and train early educators in 
book sharing methods and in book 
lending practices. The program hosts 
parent meetings to educate parents on 
early literacy development strategies, 
encourage use of the public library, 
and increase awareness of community 
programs to support emergent literacy. 
As a result, all lead teachers in the 
county incorporated at least three 
strategies from the Raising a Reader 
curriculum into their classrooms, with 
one teacher noting, “As long as I’m a 
teacher and this program is offered, 
it will be part of my classroom.”

 • In Anson County, currently 1035 
children, of the approximately 1500 
preschool children in the County 
are registered in the Dolly Parton’s 
Imagination Library. The Anson County 
Partnership for Children provided this 
free to families literacy program that 
delivers books directly into homes. The 
program was able to expand, reaching 
even more children, by utilizing 
private funds from their signature 
fundraising event – the Barn Blast.

Promoting Early Literacy

95 percent of the children in 
Dare County are participating 
in the program which has 
shown results in increasing the 
amount of time parents spend 
reading to their children

See Charts and Tables on page 19

Spotlight on:
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Healthy behavior patterns established 
early in life often lead to lifelong benefits 
and decreased probability of serious 
disease later in life. Smart Start strives 
to improve outcomes for children by 
working with medical providers, health 
departments, families, and communities 
to improve the health and safety for young 
children, prevent childhood obesity, and 
ensure that more children are screened 
for developmental delays and referred to 
services for help before they start school.

One of these key initiatives is Shape NC, 
a program created by NCPC with funding 
from the Blue Cross Blue Shield Foundation 
of North Carolina. The program has seen 
tremendous results in increasing physical 

activity, healthy 
eating, and use 

of outdoor 
learning 

environments 
in child care centers 

across the state. 
NCPC worked with other state 

level organizations devoted to 
healthy habits to develop Shape NC which is 
incorporating best practices in a number of 
areas for children and staff at centers.

This focus on instilling healthy habits early 
and working to change the environments 
that children spend a significant amount of 
time in means that:

 • In several western counties, including 
Buncombe, Mitchell, McDowell, 
Cherokee, Jackson, and others, the 
Buncombe Partnership for Children 
serves as the regional hub site for 
Shape NC. Shape NC works with child 
care centers to be model early learning 
centers and challenges communities 
to develop and implement strategies 
to prevent early childhood obesity. 

The Partnership has used the work 
of Shape NC to also engage parents 
in looking at their own health habits 
at home, improving these habits 
for their families, and then using 
their experiences to create broader 
community change. Through a project 
called Photovoice, participants work 
on a weekly photo assignment, engage 
in a series of facilitated discussions, 
and then present their stories and 
begin to identify actionable healthy 
change for their communities.

 • In Craven County, local child care 
centers are incorporating healthier 
best practices after receiving guidance 
and technical assistance from a Child 
Care Health Consultant (CCHC) from 
Craven Smart Start. CCHC’s are health 
professionals who know about child 
health and development, and safety in 
child care settings. The Kinder House 
made significant changes to healthy 
eating for children and staff, including 
a “Healthy Halloween for Preschoolers.”  
Rather than the typical iced cupcakes, 
staff had the children make orange and 
celery stemmed pumpkins and banana 
ghosts as their party themed snacks. 

 • In Lincoln and Gaston Counties, 
94 percent of children in 12 medical 
practices participating in Assuring 
Better Child Health and Development 
(ABCD) received developmental 
screenings at their most recent 
well-child visit. ABCD works to 
increase health and developmental 
screening and referral rates for 
all young children by integrating 
routine screenings into well-child 
visits. ABCD Coordinators work with 
medical professionals to increase the 
use of standardized screening tools 
and to refer children who may need 
follow-up for appropriate services.

Advancing Child Health and Nutrition

See Charts and Tables on page 20

Spotlight on:



15 Fiscal Year 2014-2015      Annual Report

With over 20 years of experience in state-
wide governance and innovation, and local 
data-driven decision making, Smart Start is 
a national model that is often held up as a 
system that effectively provides early child 
care and education programs to children 
and families. 

Since 2008, Smart Start funding has been 
reduced by 30 percent, taking funding to 
the lowest level since the 1998-1999 fiscal 
year. There were also recurring budget 
reductions as a result of a recurring cut 
to nonprofits in the 2012-2013 fiscal year 
that the Department of Health and Human 
Services fulfilled by cutting Smart Start by 
$3.7 million. Additionally, Smart Start local 
partnerships administering NC Pre-K were 
cut an additional $658,000 as part of the 
recurring nonprofit reduction in those years. 

While decreases in public funds create 
challenges in leveraging private funds, the 
Smart Start network has continued to meet 
increasing requirements to find new funding 
streams. 

The following changes were made during 
Legislative Sessions that increased fund 
raising requirements for NCPC and the 
Smart Start network:

 • During the 2013 Legislative Session, 
the General Assembly increased 
the match requirement for the 
2014-2015 fiscal year to 15 percent. 
NCPC and local partnerships met 
that increased requirement.  This is 
the third increase in three years.  

 • During the 2014 Legislative Session, 
the General Assembly created:

• SL 2014-100 12B.2.(a) -- Increase 
local capacity to raise private funds, 
including: training and technical 
assistance on fundraising for local 

partnerships and boards, building 
the capacity and composition 
of local boards to enhance fund 
development, partnering with 
businesses and organizations 
to create fund-raising events, 
identifying grant opportunities.  

In response, NCPC has completed the 
following within each of these areas:

 • Training and technical assistance 
on fundraising for local 
partnerships and boards

• Developed a survey of local 
partnerships to assess fundraising 
strengths and needs. Survey 
feedback has been compiled and 
is being used to determine fund 
development training programs 
and additional supports.

• Dedicated resources for a 
Fund Development and Events 
Manager to coordinate fund 
development efforts and be a 
resource to local partnerships.

• Dedicated resources for a 
statewide assessment of local 
partnership capacity to raise funds, 
as well as provide coaching and 
technical assistance to increase 
fund development capacity.

• Utilized statewide meetings 
to provide fund development 
training to Executive Directors 
and Board Leaders of local 
partnerships. This included “Fired 
Up Fundraising” with author 
Gail Perry, a panel discussion on 
successful fundraising events 
management and training on the 
use of messaging to tell the Smart 
Start story to diverse stakeholders 
in 2014. In addition, a Leadership 
Symposium attended by local 

Increasing Support for Investing 
in Early Education
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partnership Board Chairs and 
Executive Directors at the National 
Smart Start Conference in May 
2015 offered a program led by 
certified fundraiser, with other 
speakers including an endowment 
specialist and charity benefits 
consultant. The focus was on 
operational sustainability. 

 • Building the capacity and 
composition of local boards to 
enhance fund development

• The Local Partnership Advisory 
Committee worked to modify 
both traditional and alternate 
board structures already in use 
with local partnerships. The goal 
was to provide local partnerships 
with more flexibility in engaging 
members with business and 
fundraising expertise. NCPC’s Board 
of Directors approved the revised 
guidelines in September 2015.

 • Partnering with businesses 
and organizations to create 
fund-raising events

• A Fund Development Ad Hoc 
Committee of the NCPC Board 
has developed strategies to 
increase fundraising capacity and 
facilitate connections to state-
wide partners. These strategies 
will include the creation of a 
corporate advisory committee.

 • Identifying grant opportunities

• Developed resources to 
provide local partnerships 

with fundraising tools and 
resources. This includes regular 
communications about grant 
opportunities, as well as state-
wide and regional trainings, plus 
building a repository of resources 
to share across the network.

Another change during the 2014 Legislative 
Session was tied to subsidy spending 
requirements for the Smart Start network.

During the Session, a requirement to 
spend $52 million on subsidy TANF/CCDF 
Maintenance of Effort language was codified 
in General Statute.  This requirement is 
in addition to $7 million of CCDF subsidy 
dollars within the Smart Start budget which 
brought the subsidy spending requirement 
for Smart Start up to $59 million.  

While this requirement had been in place 
for several years, it was excluded in the 
2013-2014 session law, thus dropping 
the legislatively mandated spending level 
to $44.1 million.  However, Smart Start 
maintained the higher subsidy spending 
levels recognizing the importance of the 
work to increase the quality of early care 
and education across the state with subsidy 
funds. As a result, Smart Start increased 
subsidy spending that met the requirement 
by $625,000 in the 2014-2015 fiscal year 
continuing to meet the newly resurrected 
requirement and fulfilling spending 
requirements for the state.    
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A recent national poll showed that over 
three-fourths of American voters support 
increasing federal investments to help 
states expand access to high-quality early 
childhood programs for low-and moderate-
income families. 

With an effective and efficient infrastructure 
in place to promote, plan, and deliver early 
childhood programs and services, North 
Carolina is uniquely prepared to take 
advantage of building momentum around 
the significant economic benefits of high 
quality early education and is well positioned 
to continue a legacy of being a leader in 
early care and education. 

Research conducted by The Center for 
Child and Family Policy at Duke University 

recently concluded 
that Smart Start and 
NC Pre-K programs 
increased third 
grade reading and 
math end of grade 
scores and reduced 
special education 
placements 
across the state. 
Additionally, it was 

found that these programs reduced third 
grade retention by 14 percent. These results 
occurred because of the ability to provide 
comprehensive early education and family 
support services during the most critical 
time of a child’s development.

For children to be successful in school 
and later in life, they need to be physically, 
emotionally, and mentally healthy. 
Investments in early childhood need to 
support comprehensive strategies that 
support the whole child. Services need to be 
offered through multiple outlets ensuring 
parents, child care providers, medical 

providers, and communities are working 
together so that children are ready for 
success on their first day of kindergarten.

In looking forward to the 2016 legislative 
session, NCPC will make the following 
recommendations:

 • Secure additional funding to 
expand early literacy programs. 
The research is clear; in order 
to promote third grade reading 
proficiency, starting literacy initiatives 
in kindergarten is too late. Research 
also shows that the pathway to reading 
success by third grade includes 
strong outcomes in good health, safe 
and supportive families, and high 
quality early learning environments. 
In an effort to support the General 
Assembly’s priority of increasing 
reading proficiency by third grade with 
the Read to Achieve legislation, Smart 
Start offers evidence-based, evidence-
informed early literacy programs that 
are currently reaching nearly 70,000 
children. NCPC is also partnering 
with other statewide organizations to 
develop and monitor a comprehensive 
set of measures that support a strong 
foundation for learning.   
 
Through the Smart Start network, 
expanded comprehensive strategies 
and local community capacity to 
achieve outcomes that lead to third 
grade success, would ensure programs 
are offered through multiple outlets 
including pediatricians’ offices, child 
care centers, and group parenting 
classes. These strategies would serve 
more young children with evidence-
based, evidence-informed programs 
during a critical time when language 
development is occurring. In turn, 
more of our state’s children will be 
reading proficiently by third grade.

North Carolina is a Leader  
in Early Childhood Education

Language

Sensory Pathways
(vision & hearing)

Higher Cognitive
Functions
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Graph Source: C.A. Nelson (2000)

Human Brain 
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 • Secure additional funding for 
family support. All of our state’s 
youngest children need to experience 
the important benefits of a supportive 
and stimulating environment that 
nurtures brain development during 
the first 2000 days while being cared 
for at home.   
 
Emerging research proves the 
long-term effectiveness of family 
engagement programs that include 
home visiting and parent education. 
Home visiting and group parenting 
programs have demonstrated 
improvements in child health, maternal 
health, child development, school 
readiness, positive parenting practices, 
child behavior and social outcomes for 
children. These programs are critical 
for children to develop the “soft skills” 
necessary to be successful in the 
classroom and future employment 
 
New investments in family engagement 
initiatives can link parents with child 
development information and ideas 
on how to engage their children in 
ways that will provide a stronger 
foundation for learning. Family 
support initiatives also provide 
access to preventive screenings, 
critical for early identification of 
developmental delays, and linkages 
to early intervention services.

 • Support the Early Childhood Study 
Committee in strengthening the 
infrastructure that delivers high 
quality early care and education 
programs. In the 2015 legislative 
session, the Health and Human 
Services Oversight Committee was 
directed to create a subcommittee 
to study early childhood and family 
support programs, including the Child 
Care Subsidy program, NC Pre-K, and 
Smart Start.  

These three pillars of the early 
childhood infrastructure, along with 
health services, target different needs 
and populations, and are also at times 
combined to enhance the individual 
outcomes of each program. Over the 
past 20 years, more than 20 states 
have adopted components of the 
Smart Start model in creating their 
own state and community-based 
approach to early childhood systems 
building. Smart Start works in local 
communities to collaboratively assess 
needs, develop long range plans,  
and provide a comprehensive set of 
evidenced-based programs to children 
aged birth to five. These programs 
focus on high quality child care, health, 
early literacy, and family support 
all targeted to meet specific local 
needs. NC Pre-K, focused on at-risk 
four-year-olds, has consistently high 
program standards that have shown 
strong outcomes in reducing special 
education placement. The unique 
delivery of child care subsidy in North 
Carolina allows for effective use of 
public dollars to reduce waiting lists, 
as well as continued development of 
innovative ways to improve the level of 
quality for children receiving subsidy 
funds. 
 
It will be important for the 
Study Committee to provide 
recommendations that maintain 
accessible and responsive programs 
and services, as well as preserve the 
effectiveness of high quality programs 
that have produced strong outcomes 
for children and families. As these and 
other early childhood programs are 
evaluated, the Smart Start network 
can provide a comprehensive view 
of how these services work together 
at state and local levels to ensure 
effective and efficient delivery.
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FY 2000-2001 FY 2014-2015
Total State General Fund Budget $13,854,000,000 $21,082,000,000 

General Fund Smart Start Appropriation 231,000,000 141,000,000 

DCD Subsidy General Fund Appropriation 54,000,000 27,000,000 

NC Pre-K General Fund Budget -   50,000,000

% of Total State General Fund Budget 2.1% 1.0%
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2 One-time budget reduction of $7M reduced available 09-10 budget to $187M
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3 One-time budget reduction of $6M reduced available 10-11 budget to $182M

A Decade of Smart Start Funding
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4 One-time budget reduction of $1M reduced available 12-13 budget to $150M
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5 Recurring budget reduction of $3.7M reduced available 13-15 budget to $147.3M
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Child Care Subsidy
$64.3 (45.2%)

Other Early Childhood 
Related Services

$40.7 (28.6%)

Program Support 
$6.6 (4.7%) 

Fiscal Year 2013-14 
Total Local Partnership Expenditures:

$142.2 million

Health Support 
$2.5 (1.8%)

Family Support 
$16.7 (11.8%)

Administration 
$11.3 (7.9%) 

Smart Start Appropriation History  Fiscal Years 1993-1994 through 2014-2015  (rounded to millions)

Fiscal Year 2014-15  Total Local 
Partnership Expenditures: $142.2 million

Tables Section
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Raising the quality of early care and education
Results of the previous year:
The following highlights the increase in quality in North Carolina child care programs:

 • The percentage of children in 4 and 5 star programs increased 
from 33 percent in 2001 to 75 percent in 2015.

 • The percentage of children in low quality, 1 and 2 star programs 
decreased from 46 percent in 2001 to only 3 percent in 2015.

 • The average star rating for children enrolled in regulated early child care 
and education programs increased from 2.76 in 2001 to 4.29 in 2015.

 • The average star rating for children receiving subsidized 
care increased from 2.68 in 2001 to 4.47 in 2015.

FY 2012-2013 FY 2013-2014 FY 2014-2015

Number of all child care programs  
(one- to five-star) receiving support to improve  
or maintain the quality of care.

2,558 child care 
programs serving 
approximately 
76,740 children

2,229 child care 
programs serving 
approximately 
66,870 children

2,342 child care 
programs serving 
approximately 
70,260 children

Number of children receiving subsidy assistance 
from Smart Start. Not including those assisted 
through NC Pre-K 

31,070 30,096 27,757

Number of low-paid teachers receiving an 
education-based salary supplement ensuring 
continuity of care for children by highly qualified 
teachers.

6,351 teachers 
serving 
approximately 
73,671 children

5,797 teachers 
serving 
approximately 
67,245 children

5,596 teachers 
serving 
approximately 
64,914 children

Number of teachers participating in Smart Start-
funded programs that helped them to study early 
education at the college level.

2,911 teachers 
serving 
approximately 
33,767 children

2,094 teachers 
serving 
approximately 
24,290 children

2,151 teachers 
serving 
approximately 
24,952 children

Number of counties where a Smart Start local 
partnership administers NC Pre-K.

54 55 56

Percent of NC Pre-K children participating in 
Smart Start administered NC Pre-K programs.

62% 67% 66%
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Results of the previous year:
In the last fiscal year, these programs accomplished the following:

Incredible Years (IY) : 

 • Parents participating in IY showed a significant decrease in the use of harsh and 
inconsistent discipline with their children. Also, they showed increases in the use 
of positive parenting behaviors, including setting clear expectations for children, 
and reported that their children displayed significantly fewer problem behaviors

 • An evaluation of Incredible Years, using the Parent Practices Interview (PPI), a seven 
point scale with higher scores signifying more of the behavior, found the following:

• Increase in the use of appropriate discipline, positive parenting 
practices, and setting clear expectations. Below, left.  

• Decreases in the intensity of how often their child’s problem behaviors occur and their 
assessment of whether or not their child’s behaviors were a problem for the parent.  
This was measured with the Eyberg Child Behavior Inventory (ECBI). Below, right. 

Supporting North Carolina Families

FY 2012-2013 FY 2013-2014 FY 2014-2015

Number of families participating  
in ongoing parenting programs.*

3,684 3,283 2,456

Number of parents receiving assistance 
to improve their ability to raise healthy 
successful children through the  
evidence-based PAT program.*

3,723 parents 

impacting  

5,043 children

3,235 parents 

impacting  

4,304 children

2,088 parents 

impacting  

2,815 children

Number of families participating in IY  
funded by Smart Start

N/A 269 307

Number of children served:

 Parents As Teachers (PAT):

 • 86 percent of families participating in PAT were linked with more than one 
community resource, an increase from 69 percent the prior year.
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*The number of local partnerships funding PAT has declined to 52 in the last fiscal year in comparison to 64 the year prior. 
In addition, they are seeing families with a greater number of risk factors which requires more intensive services, therefore 
home visitors are providing more intensive services to a fewer number of families with higher needs than in previous years.
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Results of the previous year:
In the last fiscal year, these programs accomplished the following:

Reach Out and Read (ROR):

 • Participating families were significantly more likely to be reading 
to their child every day than the comparison group.

 • Participating families were also significantly more likely to be using 
recommended reading strategies with their children.  The odds of using at 
least one recommended reading strategy were 87 percent higher for returning 
ROR parents, compared to those who had not yet started the program.   

 • These gains were especially true for parents of infants and toddlers, 
parents of children participating in Medicaid, and parents with a high school 
education or less. Parents in these groups were nearly twice as likely to 
be using the strategies once they participated in the program, relative 
to the comparison group who had not yet started the program.

Promoting Early Literacy

FY 2012-2013 FY 2013-2014 FY 2014-2015

Number of children participating in the 

evidence-based program, ROR.
20,557 37,673 45,907

Number of medical offices participating  

in the Smart Start evidence-based  

program, ROR.

51 offices in  

22 counties

66 offices in  

29 counties

74 offices in  

40 counties

Number of classrooms participating in the 

evidence-based program, Raising a Reader (RAR).
555 490 493

Number of families participating in the evidence-

based program, RAR.
8,300 7,221 7,114

Number of children served:
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Advancing Child Health and Nutrition
Results of the previous year:
In the last fiscal year, these programs accomplished the following:

Assuring Better Child Development (ABCD):

 • 94 percent of children due for a developmental screening 
were screened, up from 85 as baseline

 • 94.4 percent of children due for an autism screening 
were screened, up from 79 as baseline

Shape NC

 • The program is currently serving 148 child care centers across the state

 • Six child care centers became Demonstration Sites (centers that have reached 
a high level of best practice implementation in areas of healthy weight, good 
nutrition, and enhanced outdoor learning environments). Criteria include:

• 55 percent of Go NAP SACC best practice indicators are met
• All best practice indicators outlined in the Demonstration Site Criteria are met
• Outdoor learning environment installation is complete

 • In all Model Early Learning Centers (centers selected to receive funding 
to implement the program), children that have been in these centers 
longer are less likely to be obese. Using Body mass index (BMI), a 
measure of body fat based on height and weight, children that:

• Attended for six months or more are much less likely to be obese (9.6 
percent) than children attending for less than six months (15.6 percent)

 • Between October 2014 and May 2015, Model Early Learning Centers on average 
increased best practices being met from 62 percent to 71 percent.

FY 2012-2013 FY 2013-2014 FY 2014-2015

Number of medical practices and physicians 
participating in ABCD.*

40 medical practices, 
239 providers

51 medical practices, 
399 providers

246 medical practices,  
1,345 providers

Number of children participating in ABCD.* 67,456 281,364 367,642

Number of children with special needs or at-risk 
for developmental delay that received Smart 
Start health-related enhanced services.

5,720 4,923 1,394†

Number of children receiving healthier food 
options and more physical activity in child care  
as part of the evidence-based Nutrition and 
Physical Activity Self-Assessment for Child Care 
(NAP SACC) program.‡ 

1,920 1,530 2,010 

Number of children served:
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* Numbers for ABCD have been updated for all three fiscal years since the last annual report. In years past, the evaluation was not able to 
account for number served through Race to the Top funded activities. The evaluation is now able to capture that and numbers have been 
updated to reflect that change. These numbers have increased significantly because of the federal funds.

†  A program changed what is considered to be a full screening.  Hearing was added in and home visitors only marked full assessment if an 
actual hearing assessment was included. This has been modified to an assessment including hearing screening questions.  
The percentage receiving developmental screening is expected to go back up next year.

‡ Both NAP SACC and Shape NC saw increases in number served because of the continuation of funding received from Blue Cross and 
Blue Shield Foundation of North Carolina in 2014. An additional $3 million was dedicated for an additional three years allowing for 
expansion of Shape NC to more child care centers.

Number of children in child care programs that 
worked with child care health consultants who 
helped establish or improve health policies and 
procedures that prevent injuries and protect 
children from infectious diseases.

76,328 65,695 76,271

Number of child care facilities that received  
child health consultation services funded  
by Smart Start.

2,447 2,333 2,318

Number of children that participated in  
Shape NC initiatives.‡

946 1,158 7,171


