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This guide for early learning programs is a supplement to the Early Learning Scholarships 
Policy Manual. It is designed to provide more specificity to policies, procedures and processes 
for the Early Learning Scholarships Program related to programs that are or would like to accept 
scholarship funding. The policies and procedures in this guide and in the manual are subject to 
change by the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE). If changes are made, MDE will notify 
stakeholders as needed including regional administrators (RA) and Pathway II funded 
programs.  

The information provided by MDE should not be deleted or altered. 

Statute 

MDE manages the Early Learning Scholarships Program under Minnesota Statutes, section 
124D.165.  

Eligible children can access early learning scholarships in one of two ways: 
o Pathway I: awarded directly to eligible children through regional administrators.
o Pathway II: awarded to children through an eligible Four-Star Parent Aware Rated

program.

Program Eligibility: Parent Aware 

Parent Aware is a rating tool designed to improve, support and celebrate the strengths of child 
care and early learning programs. Parent Aware is the name of the Quality Rating and 
Improvement System (QRIS) in Minnesota. A Parent Aware Star Rating is required to access 
early learning scholarships. Types of programs eligible for a Parent Aware Star Rating include 
school-based pre-kindergarten programs, Head Start programs, licensed child care centers and 
family child care homes, as well as programs funded with federal IDEA Part B and Part C 
funding. Parent Aware is administered through the Minnesota Department of Human Services 
(DHS). 

Parent Aware Ratings are good for two years. Accredited and DHS-licensed child care, public 
school districts and Head Start programs apply through the Accelerated Pathway to Rating 
(APR) process and receive a Four-Star Rating once all requirements are met. Licensed child 
care providers are eligible for rating through the full rating process and can earn a One- to Four-
Star Rating. 

Early Head Start and Head Start services that are provided in center based locations, which 
may include school districts, child care centers and family child care settings, are eligible for a 
Parent Aware Star Rating.  

Beginning July 1, 2016, all programs must have a Three- or Four-Star Rating in order to 
be eligible to receive Pathway I scholarships. To aid in a child’s transition, scholarships 
awarded prior to July 1, 2016 may continue to be used at the same program with less than a 
Three-Star Parent Aware rating until the scholarship renews. All new scholarships or program 
changes must be to a Three- or Four-Star Rated program. Pathway II scholarships are only 
available at Four-Star Parent Aware Rated programs that went through and application process 
and were designated by MDE.  
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Public school districts, including charter schools and Head Start programs should 
contact Jessica Mattson at Jessica.mattson@state.mn.us with any additional 
questions. Accredited and licensed child care providers should contact Katie 
Hoffman at Child Care Aware of Minnesota at katieh@childcareawaremn.org with 
any additional questions. 

Parent Aware Ratings for Public School and Head Start programs  

Public schools may offer many options for children and families, such as Family Literacy, 
extended day and the School Readiness program. All of these programs, with the exception of 
Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE), must meet the School Readiness program 
requirements and be supervised by a licensed early childhood teacher, parent educator and/or a 
certified early childhood educator, in order to be eligible for a Parent Aware Rating. (Minnesota 
Statute 124D.15) 
 
Charter schools must go through the MDE early childhood program recognition process before 
applying for a Parent Aware Rating. Once a charter school has received their recognition 
notification from MDE, they may apply for a Parent Aware Rating. 
 
Programs will be required to fill out the Parent Aware Addendum application and submit the 
appropriate paperwork for rating if there is an address change, site closure or expanded 
programming.  

Early Learning Scholarships Administration 

MDE has contracted with regional administrators (RA) to facilitate the administration of early 
learning scholarships. RA coordinate outreach, application, awarding and payment for all 
Pathway I scholarships. For FY2017 they facilitate payment for all Pathway II scholarships. 
Scholarship Administrators (SA) is the term used for the early learning program staff charged 
with the internal awarding process at programs that receive Pathway II funding. The complete 
list of RAs and programs receiving Pathway II funding can be found on the Early Learning 
Scholarships Program web page.  

Eligibility Requirements for a Child to Receive an Early Learning 
Scholarship 

Eligibility is for three- and four-year-old children and younger siblings from families with income 
equal to or below 185 percent of the current federal poverty level. Children, birth through age 
two, of parents under age 21 (teen parents) seeking a high school or GED® diploma are also 
eligible, though teen parents still need to qualify by income.  

Children remain eligible to receive or renew an early learning scholarship until they are age-
eligible to attend kindergarten, which is age five on September 1. According to statute, if a 
family chooses to not send their child to kindergarten when they are age-eligible, scholarships 
cannot be provided to a child who is age-eligible for kindergarten.  

Children stay qualified for additional scholarships after their first year, up until they enter 
kindergarten. RA will work with families that have Pathway I scholarships to complete a renewal 
application.  

mailto:Jessica.mattson@state.mn.us
mailto:katieh@childcareawaremn.org
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=124D.15
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=124D.15
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/StuSuc/EarlyLearn/EarlyLearnScholarProg/index.html
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/StuSuc/EarlyLearn/EarlyLearnScholarProg/index.html
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Programs with Pathway II funds will need to have a parent or guardian complete a renewal form 
for scholarships that includes consent. Because children who have been awarded a scholarship 
remain eligible for a scholarship until they reach kindergarten age, any changes in Pathway II 
policy or funding allocations will include a process for ensuring the child retains their eligibility. 

Once awarded a scholarship, the child remains eligible for the scholarship even if their income 
rises above 185 percent of the federal poverty level. Neither the RA for Pathway I nor the SA for 
Pathway II will need to re-verify income after the initial award.  

Child Attendance, Absent Days, Holidays, Closings 

Programs cannot claim more than 25 absent days per child per 12-month period and are 
expected to keep their own records to track this activity. An absent day is any day the child does 
not attend when scheduled to be there. If the child is also receiving child care assistance 
(CCAP) funding, scholarship payments for absent days is not in addition to the 25 maximum 
allowable by CCAP. Formal monitoring began July 1, 2016, when all invoicing went through the 
MDE Early Learning Scholarship Administration (ELSA) system. If the maximum absent days 
are reached, the scholarship is not cancelled, but additional absent days cannot be paid in 
future invoices for that child until the scholarship is renewed.  

While not counted against absent days, privately funded programs will only receive payment for 
up to 11 holidays, and up to 10 provider vacation/closing days during the scholarship fiscal year. 
Publicly funded programs must establish an operating cycle including all scheduled closings for 
holidays, professional development days and seasonal closings, incorporating those into their 
program costs. Costs included in publicly funded programs that are charged to scholarships 
must be consistent with those reflected in other funding sources. Publicly funded programs 
operating extended day child care services are subject to the same limits as privately funded 
programs for paid holidays or program closing days. MDE monitors holidays and program 
closings via invoice/claims forms to analyze early learning programs business practices to 
determine if modifications are needed to this policy. 

In efforts to ensure consistent attendance of the child with a scholarship in the early learning 
program, families whose child has ten consecutive absences will be contacted to find out the 
intent of the family or identify any extenuating circumstances that are preventing the child from 
attending. Programs with Pathway I funds should contact the RA to inform them about the 
excessive absences in order to provide the follow-up. Programs with Pathway II funds are 
responsible for the direct follow-up with the family.arly Learning Scholarships: Pathway I 

Pathway I scholarships are portable and remain with the child throughout the child’s eligibility.  

Approved Uses of Scholarship Funds Pathway I  

Scholarships may be used to:  

• Serve additional children.  
• Cover the cost or tuition of the early care and education program for the child with a 

scholarship.  
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• Note publicly funded programs can charge for the actual cost of the program, up to the 
$7,500 cap, as long as they do not supplant any federal funds. Programs must 
document and keep on record how their cost was determined. Market based programs 
such as child care and community preschools must charge the same rate as other 
families are charged to attend their program, with or without child care assistance.  

• Cover any payment required for a child to receive services such as private pay charges, 
co-payments and parent fees. 

• Cover additional fees to families that are required for a child’s attendance in the 
program, such as uniforms or activity fees, and curriculum if charged to all families. 

• Cover the two-week notice or up to the maximum 25 absent days per policy; and per 
program type, up to ten provider vacation days or program closure days, and up to 
eleven holidays if part of the early care and education program’s schedule/contract. 

• May cover up to 10 days of provider vacation, provided this is part of the existing 
contract and charged to all families in care. Provider vacation days do not count 
towards the 25 maximum absent days.  

• Cover basic transportation to and from the program. Allowable options include: 
o Transportation provided by an employee of the program in a licensed 

commercial transportation vehicle for transporting children. The vehicle must 
meet federal standards for school transportation and must meet federal 
manufacturing standards that provide appropriate public safety for children.  

o Contracts with licensed transportation companies. 
o Bus passes provided to the family for the specific use of transporting the child to 

and from the program. 
o  Note: Transportation is an allowable cost that may be charged to scholarships 

in order for a child to access the program without this being a required fee to all 
children.  

Using Pathway I funds for Program Enhancements: 

Programs with allowable expenses that are less than the maximum scholarship award can 
request that remaining funds be used to enhance the program. Enhancements might include: 

• Increasing the type, intensity and duration of services provided through the existing 
program. 

• Increasing the staff-child ratio to enhance the learning experiences for children in the 
program.  

• Providing additional comprehensive services the program might not otherwise be able 
to offer on site. 

The scholarship child must be the primary beneficiary to the enhancement. Enhancements 
must be preapproved and prorated over the time frame of the program’s duration or life of the 
scholarship and not invoiced in a single lump sum. Pathway I funds are portable for the child 
even if used for an approved enhancement.  

MDE has created a Request for Enhancement form for Pathway I providers to submit for 
program enhancements if they are anticipating funds available after the cost of the 
program/tuition needs of the family are covered. Programs must not include any costs 
not listed as allowable without previous request and approval. The family must approve 
the requested use of Pathway I funds for enhancement use.  

Programs should consider their request within the scope of intent with the Early Learning 
Scholarships Program, which is to expand access to high-quality early childhood education 
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programs for children ages three to five with high needs. Regional Administrators track and 
forecast use of scholarship funds and will award additional scholarships to eligible children 
on their waiting lists as funds become unobligated.     

Unallowable: 

• Capital improvements/assets. A capital is defined as an asset including land, structures, 
equipment, and intellectual property (including software) that has an estimated useful 
life of two or more years. Questions related to capital expenses should be referred to 
MDE.  

• Purchase of a bus, vehicle, gas cards and/or stipends to an individual to transport a 
family.  

• Fees for late payment or late pickup, such as a per 15-minute late fee charge after 
business hours, outstanding balances or fees incurred prior to the awarding of the 
scholarship. 

• Registration fees, deposits or other fees to hold a spot for a program the child is not yet 
attending. 

• More than one program cannot be paid using scholarships for the same period of time. 
• Program may not charge families with scholarships more than the private pay full-

paying rate for like services, or for publicly funded programs, more than the actual cost 
of the program. 

Note: Scholarships must be used to supplement, not supplant, any federal funds. 
Pathway I funds used for enhancement must be considered only after ensuring the child 
has access to the program, and must be approved in advance of any funds being spent. 
The family must agree to the provider’s use of the scholarships on enhancements.  

Maximum Early Learning Scholarship Amount 

Maximum Pathway I scholarship amounts vary based on the early care and education 
program’s Parent Aware Star Rating. Families that choose a Four-Star Rated program will be 
eligible to receive up to $7,500 per eligible child per year. Families that choose a Three-Star 
Rated program will be eligible to receive up to $5,000 per eligible child per year. As of July 1, 
2016, programs must have a Three- or Four-Star Parent Aware Rating to receive 
scholarships. For continuity, scholarships awarded before June 30, may continue at the 
same program, regardless of star rating, until renewal. 

Regional Administrator (RA) Coordination  

Regional administrators (RA) will communicate with the program that the scholarship-eligible 
family chooses. Notification occurs as soon as the family confirms their eligible program choice 
to use a Pathway I scholarship. Standard documents the RA will provide to program include: 

• Notice informing program that a family has selected their program. 
• Scholarship Program Participation Agreement Form. 
• Scholarship Use Agreement (recommended to be completed between family and 

program). 
• Enrollment Form. 
• Invoice/Claims Form. 
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• List of Approved Uses of the Early Learning Scholarships. 

Scholarship Program Participation Agreement Form 

Programs receiving Pathway I dollars must sign and submit the Scholarship Participation 
Agreement Form to the RA, as developed by MDE, before they are able to receive a 
scholarship. This form is to ensure that the program will meet the requirements of the Early 
Learning Scholarships Program and that program will continue to participate in Parent Aware. 
Programs do not need to have a separate form for each child with a scholarship, but they must 
have at least one form on file.   

Scholarship Enrollment Form   

Families and early care and education programs are encouraged to complete an Enrollment 
Form together that documents how the scholarship will be applied on behalf of the child. If used, 
this form should be signed by both the family and program, with copies provided to both signers 
and the RA. In addition to or if a signed form is not used, programs should provide written notice 
as to how the child’s scholarship is being invoiced. The method for this notice may be in the 
form of a receipt or at the will of the program based on their current record keeping systems. 
This is to ensure there is no misunderstanding of how the scholarship will be used during and 
the month-to-month balance of the scholarship.    

Additional Scholarship Policies for Pathway I 

Changing Programs 

There is no limit regarding the number of times a family can change programs within the 12 
month scholarship period. It is expected that the scholarship aligns to the business model of the 
various early learning program types and within allowable expenses. Families can take their 
Pathway I scholarship to any program participating in Parent Aware. However, payment of 
registration fees for a program the family is not yet attending is not allowable. The registration 
fee can be included, if charged to all families, as part of the regular billing cycle. Programs that 
require a last week’s deposit as part of the registration process may do so, but may not then 
invoice for that week at a later date. Furthermore, the scholarship will not pay more than one 
program for the same period of time, including any notice period of up to two weeks.  

Splitting Early Learning Scholarships Between Multiple Programs 

While your program may have a child that uses more than one program to meet their needs, a 
parent must select just one program to receive their Pathway I - Early Learning Scholarship. 
When two programs are formally collaborating, the two programs may select one fiscal agent to 
act for both of the programs. 

Child care programs that are rated as part of a Head Start-Child Care Partnership, and the child 
is designated as attending the Head Start program, even if the site is child care, the program, in 
this case Head Start, should invoice for payment. Regional administrators should consult with 
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MDE on the details of a particular partnership if there is clarity needed on which program should 
be billing, based on which program the family has selected, regardless of site.  

Early Learning Scholarships - Pathway II  

Maintaining Parent Aware Four-Star Rating 

Programs must maintain a Parent Aware Four-Star Rating in order to receive Pathway II early 
learning scholarships. Funds will be forfeited if a Four-Star Rating is not maintained. Note all 
sites under Pathway II funding must be Parent Aware Four-Star Rated and included with the 
program Pathway II plan.  

MDE has created an amendment process online that mirrors the application process. To 
complete an amendment, notify a representative on the scholarships team to of your intent to 
amend your plan and to complete the process. 

Communication with MDE  

As email is the most efficient and cost effective way for MDE staff to contact programs receiving 
Pathway II funds, programs should keep contact information, including any change of staff, up-
to-date by contacting mde.pathwayII@state.mn.us. School districts and Head Start programs 
should update contact changes in MDE-ORG. Also, routinely check spam or junk mail boxes as 
different IT departments change security and filter settings periodically that could result in email 
going to one of these mail boxes.   

The Early Learning Scholarships webpage provides and links to important resources. MDE also 
offers periodic Intro to Pathway II webinars to provide information for new staff and those 
looking for a refresher. Webinar dates and times are posted to the Pathway II Resources for 
Awardees webpage.  

MDE does retain applications and budgets, however we require that programs maintain their 
own plan and budget to ensure duties are being carried out as proposed.  

 

  

Programming Requirements 

Scholarships should be used in accordance with the plan your programs submitted to MDE. 
Early learning scholarships may be used to expand and/or enhance a program. Expansion may 
include adding slots and/or duration. Enhancements to the quality of a program may include 
decreasing staff-to-child ratios, adding a specialist, parent engagement within the context of 
your program, stabilizing a family’s ability to pay and more.  

Equipment and constructions (new windows, carpet, etc.) are considered capital assets and 
these expenses and are unallowable. Refer to the definition below:  

mailto:mde.pathwayII@state.mn.us
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/Welcome/SchOrg/index.html
http://www.education.state.mn.us/MDE/StuSuc/EarlyLearn/EarlyLearnScholarProg/index.html
http://www.education.state.mn.us/MDE/StuSuc/EarlyLearn/EarlyLearnScholarProg/PathwayII/index.htm
http://www.education.state.mn.us/MDE/StuSuc/EarlyLearn/EarlyLearnScholarProg/PathwayII/index.htm
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Capital Asset: An asset including land, structures, equipment, and intellectual property 
(including software) that has an estimated useful life of two or more years. 

Scholarships can be used to provide a summer program. Children enrolled in the summer 
program may or may not have already been using their scholarship in your program. However, 
your summer program must have a Four-Star Parent Aware Rating. If the summer program is 
currently not rated and is eligible for rating during the two year rating period, public school 
district and Head Start programs must apply using the Parent Aware Addendum application.   

All children that are being awarded a scholarship for FY16, if even only for the summer, and 
even if the program actually starts later than June 30, must be awarded no later than June 30, 
2016. Any scholarship awarded after June 30, 2016, will be considered awarded in the next 
fiscal year, if the program has funding.  

Awarding Scholarships 

Award Forms are collected by Pathway II programs from parents and/or guardians applying for 
a Pathway II scholarship on behalf of their child. Programs are responsible for verifying the 
eligibility of each awarded child. Child care programs submit Award Forms to their Regional 
Administrator. School districts and Head Start programs enter Award Form information into the 
Early Learning Scholarships Administrative System and maintain the Award Forms along with 
documenting of income eligibility.  

Early Learning Scholarships Administration System (ELSA) 

School district and Head Start programs that receive Pathway II funds are required to enter all 
scholarship awards into ELSA. Regional Administrators provide this role for child care programs 
with Pathway II funds. If you experience any issues or have questions, MDE has created a 
special email address for ELSA requests for a quick response time. Please contact 
MDE.ELSA@state.mn.us with any questions or concerns regarding ELSA. 

Additionally, the ELSA webpage provides supports, including a frequently asked questions 
document.  

Invoicing and Payments 

For FY16, all Pathway II programs will continue submit invoices to Regional Administrators (RA) 
on a schedule determined by each RA. Because school based ad Head Start programs are no 
longer sending Scholarship Award/Application forms to their RA they need to verify to the RA 
the children they are requesting reimbursement for are participating in the Early Learning 
Scholarships Program and are eligible for reimbursement each time an invoice is submitted. 
This is done by generating an Invoice Report out of ELSA. For school based and Head Start 
programs, a current Invoice report from ELSA must be submitted with every invoice. School 
based ad Head Start programs will not need to send a separate verification form to the 
RA. Child care programs submit a verification form to report to their RA the amount of 
scholarship per child. This verification form should be kept up-to-date and sent with each invoice 
to document the amount of the award to be entered or changed in ELSA by the RA.  

mailto:MDE.ELSA@state.mn.us
http://www.education.state.mn.us/MDE/SchSup/DataSubLogin/ELSA/index.html
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Invoicing is done regionally through each RA. Most programs invoice monthly or quarterly. 
Scholarships are reimbursed based on services provided at a per-child cost.  

School based and Head Start programs will work with a RA to receive Pathway II funds only 
through June 30, 2016. Child care programs will continue to work with their RA to receive 
Pathway II funds even after June 30, 2016. 

School based and Head Start Program Payment Requests in FY17 

School based ad Head Start programs will request payment in the ELSA for Pathway II awards 
made after July 1, 2016. Training opportunities and instructions are listed on the Early 
Childhood Program Wiki under the Data submission tab.  

Determining the Cost Per Child/Scholarship Amount 

Based on your plan, you should determine a cost per child for your program and services and 
charge the amount to the scholarship funds. Some examples of determining the cost include:  

1. If the tuition reflects the full cost of your program and services, you may use that fee to 
determine the cost per child and charge the scholarship the full amount up to the 
maximum scholarship amount of $7,500.  

2. If the tuition does not reflect the cost of your program: you may choose to charge the 
scholarships the true cost of your program, up to the maximum scholarship amount, or 
the cost of additional services offered to the child with a scholarship. To determine the 
cost of your program and services, you may consider including the types of expenditures 
that are allowable. These may include, but are not limited to:  
 

• Costs for administration and program coordination. 
• In-state travel.  
• Instruction, non-instructional services, and consultants.  
• Telephone and postage.  
• Transportation.  
• Equipment, supplies and materials.  
• Dues, memberships, licenses and fees.  

 
Once you determine the cost for your program and services, including approved enhancements, 
you will need to divide that by the number of students you serve to determine the cost per child. 
If not using published tuition rates as the determined costs, programs receiving Pathway II funds 
are required to keep record of how they determined their cost of the program. 

Please keep the program cost determination and scholarship plan on file. MDE may request this 
information in order to determine the ways the scholarships were used and to evaluate the 
program. 

http://ecadmin.wikidot.com/early-learning-scholarships
http://ecadmin.wikidot.com/early-learning-scholarships
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Additional Scholarship Policies for Pathway II 

Early Childhood Screening 

Following up with families to ensure the child has had an early childhood screening at age three 
is a responsibility of a program receiving Pathway II funds. Child care and Head Start programs 
are encouraged to partner with your school district to meet developmental screening 
requirements. There is not additional scholarship funding for children with special needs, and 
the scholarships should not be used to supplant services that should be included as part of the 
child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP).  

Additional Questions 

Please contact a member of the early learning scholarships team at MDE.ELS@state.mn.us 
with any additional questions. Please put “Scholarships” plus any other details in the subject line 
to help with distribution to the most appropriate staff. 

Early Learning Scholarships Program Glossary of Terms 

Application Document completed by a family to access Pathway I early 
learning scholarships. These are distributed by Regional 
Administrators.  

Award Form Document completed by a family to access Pathway II early 
learning scholarships. These are provided to families by a 
program receiving Pathway II funds. 

CCAP Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) provides funding to 
eligible families for child care. Scholarships may be layered with 
CCAP funding, but not duplicate funding.  

Encumbrance Funds committed in scholarships of the amount of funds available 
at a Regional or at a program level for Pathway II. A recipient may 
only use scholarship funds for obligations during the grant period. 
Synonymous with obligated. 

ELSA Early Learning Scholarships Administrative system in which all 
scholarships awarded will be entered and maintained.  

Expenditure A financial (outlay) of approved transactions of charges made to 
the project or programs.  

Obligated Funds committed in scholarships of the amount of funds available 
at a Regional or at a program level for Pathway II. A recipient may 
only use scholarship funds for obligations during the grant period. 
Synonymous with encumbrance. 

mailto:MDE.ELS@state.mn.us
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Parent Aware Minnesota’s Quality Rating and Improvement System for early 
childhood programs. Programs must have a Parent Aware Star 
Rating to be eligible to receive scholarships.  

Pathway I Early learning scholarships awarded directly to families by a 
Regional Administrator. Families choose at which Parent Aware 
Rated program they want to use their scholarship. Pathway I 
scholarships are portable for the family. 

Pathway II Early Learning Scholarships awarded to families by a Four-Star 
Parent Aware Rated program that has been allocated funding by 
the Minnesota Department of Education. Pathway II funding stays 
with the program that has been awarded Pathway II funds. 

Regional Administrator The organization that received the grant from MDE to provide 
local implementation of scholarships in each of the 13 Governors 
Economic Development Regions.  

Scholarship Administrator The individual or individuals at the program which received 
Pathway II funding that is designated to implement Pathway II 
scholarships within their program.  

SSID-MARRS State Student Identification number is often used synonymously 
with a MARSS number which stands for Minnesota Automated 
Reporting Student System (MARSS) which collects required 
student data. 
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