
 

2019-20 ECFE Community Needs Assessment – COVID-19 Strategies 
Approximately 82% of ECFE programs responded to the optional question: If you provided programming/services 
(e.g., distance learning, video chat, phone calls, etc.) as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, please describe (or 
share a story). The purpose of this document is to share key findings from this question. 

Introduction 
There is no doubt that COVID-19 impacted children and families, and thereby influenced the operation of ECFE 
programs. Effective ECFE programs constantly work to meet the needs and wants of families, and COVID-19 
presented the instant challenge of identifying community needs. According to the Children’s Bureau, a community 
needs assessment: 

Identifies the strengths and resources available in the community to meet the needs of children, youth, 
and families. The assessment focuses on the capabilities of the community, including its citizens, agencies, 
and organizations. It provides a framework for developing and identifying services and solutions and 
building communities that support and nurture children and families.  

Governor Walz issued Executive Order 20-02 on March 15, 2020, which directed Commissioner Ricker to 
temporarily close schools to plan for a safe educational environment. The closure period was meant to provide 
time for schools to adequately plan for continuity of education during the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, many 
ECFE programs responded with a renewed focus on providing programming and services virtually. Many programs 
also explored the needs of families and adapted their efforts accordingly. Below are some of the themes and 
examples shared by programs in their 2019-20 community needs assessment narrative submission. 

Prioritizing Relationships 
Relationships serve as the foundation of work with families and children. It is not surprising that programs, 
especially during a time of stress and crisis, relied on this foundation. 

• We found the connection to each other and families was of vital importance as we all navigated this new 
territory together. Our parenting education team did handwritten notes of encouragement for parents 
which was also very well received...some parents reported tears upon reading a note meant just for them. 

• Our staff reached out to 443 families weekly March through the end of May. Our goal was to assure 
parents that we would be a reliable resource. We provided weekly parenting information, activities to do 
with children, community and district resources/services/meals. Above all, we wanted to make sure they 
knew we cared about them and that we were there if they needed someone to talk to. 

• Many parents expressed absolute gratitude toward ECFE staff for the phone calls, texts, post cards, porch 
packs, emails and Google Meet opportunities to stay connected to staff and other families that they had 
established a relationship over the course of the year. 

• Many families reported distance learning in ECFE to be a lifeline to their family emotional health during the 
pandemic. 

• One thing our early childhood teachers noted is how much better they got to know and support parents 
during this time since we had to call their phones for the most part. 

• Parents craved reassurance on helping older kids manage homework, younger kids feel stable, and they 
wanted to process together with their group. 

https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/assessment/community/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/assessment/community/


• Detroit Lakes shared a video that they made: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HYpVAVO90ddd-
nnLXzyQrySAn4D_TZN-/view  

Reaching Out 
Numerous programs reported on their efforts to reach out to families, which was not limited to families just 
participating in ECFE. Programs reached out to other organizations, like child care and health care. Programs 
utilized a variety of tools and strategies to help with their outreach. 

• Created an early childhood parent page on the district website. 
• Programs made phone calls, sent texts, facilitated group text conversations, sent mail (including interactive 

postcards), made driveway and curbside visits. 
• Offered/provided parenting education to preschool parents and parents of elementary aged students. 

o “Our parent educator that supports our VPK classes provided support to families daily.” 
• Our ECFE Preschool on Wheels class was offered via YouTube for nine child care providers in our school 

district. 
• Through partnership with the county, we provided virtual classes and support groups for child care 

providers with children birth to five years in their care. 
• Community collaborations continue with our local hospital virtual classes and consultations. 
• We were fortunate to work with the Catholic Diocese in our community to offer funds to our families in 

need. Many of our families received at least one cash gift ($250) from the organization to be used for food, 
bills, necessities, rent, utilities, etc. Some received additional funds. This was incredibly helpful to many 
families...a great partnership!    

Balancing Human Interaction and Digital Technologies 
Preparing for distance learning required careful consideration of ways that distance learning is different for young 
learners and parents/adults. Through the process of developing their distance learning plans, early childhood 
programs needed to balance the plans of their school districts while also considering the needs of children and 
families that are specific to both early learning and adult learning. This challenge was captured by one program 
who wrote: 

“The irony was not lost in that we consistently promote screen-free childhoods 
but then base our entire curriculum on the use of screens and devices.” 

 
Traditionally, ECFE’s core components are early childhood education, parent-child interaction, and parenting 
education. Programs continued this tradition while adapting to COVID-19 restrictions. One strategy was moving 
classroom activities to the home: 

• Activity packets, learning packets mailed and provided for pick up. We also put together themed Take and 
Make packets with resources for parents that families could register and pick up for their child(ren). 

o We created a bag for each child/family that had eight weeks of materials in it along with supplies 
to complete any activities or crafts. 

• Families referred to the choice boards and activities, individual 1:1 time with the teachers, video books, 
and resources for parents as some of the highlights for the families. 

• The last weeks we did "show and tell" with the children. They loved showing things in their homes. 
• To end the year, driveway visits were done (using the social distance guidelines) to say goodbye and give 

summer materials. 
• For summer opportunities a county resource guide provided the ultimate challenge with weekly activities 

for families to do together. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HYpVAVO90ddd-nnLXzyQrySAn4D_TZN-/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HYpVAVO90ddd-nnLXzyQrySAn4D_TZN-/view


• We also mailed out some simple projects/coloring sheets to each child that received rave reviews from 
families, their child LOVED getting their own mail. 

Numerous digital technology platforms were discussed in the narratives. Facebook and Zoom were often cited, but 
many others were utilized. 

• Online office hours through Google Meet. ECFE classes through Google Classroom. 
• Numerous programs used Zoom for classes and video conferences.  

o Our Zoom attendance for circle time sing-alongs was amazing, families seemed to really appreciate 
this tiny touch of "normal" in their day for their child. 

o We learned through the process that sending materials ahead of time helped parents be more 
informed, engaged and intentional during the class time. 

• Facebook live, Facebook group page, teams created private Facebook pages for each class. 
• Applications to engage with children and families: We used ClassDojo for parent and early childhood 

education. ClasssTag allowed parents to choose to receive texts or emails from us during the distance 
learning period. Remind was used as a communication tool. WhatsApp groups. 

• We used the platform Simply Circle for families to communicate. It is more for the adults, with resource 
sharing. 

• Twitter, #ecfelifeline 
• YouTube, including private YouTube channels. 

o We video recorded almost all of our favorite songs and stories for playback at a family's 
convenience. We also added some parenting toolbox videos. 

• Learning experiences organized through various resources like Flipgrid, Moodle (online course 
management platform) Parentopia (developed at UM, the platform includes discussion, messaging, photo 
sharing and a program calendar for continued conversation, program information and opportunities for 
learning), and Schoology (social networking and virtual learning platform). 

• We signed all families up for Epic, which is a digital library. 
• We posted a short circle and story time online through our district website. 

Below are some more descriptive examples of how ECFE programs used digital technologies: 
• ECFE staff created 16 Moodle classes that house video circle time stories and songs, and sensory activities 

to do at home. These classes provide parent resources and a discussion opportunity for the adults to post 
discussion comments and questions.  Additionally many of these classes from infant to preschool offer 
multiple Zoom chats for families to experience a live discussion and circle time. 

• We offered a variety of options for families. We provided distance learning classes, online weekly phone 
coaching (in Spanish, Somali, Karen and Hmong), social media resources (like Parentopia and WhatsApp 
groups), and drop in Zoom times. We also delivered weekly literacy packets to families lacking technology, 
created videos of learning activities for families, and connected families individually to resources. We 
offered over 70 classes a week online and delivered just under 3,000 learning literacy packets to families. 

• During the initial building closure, our four parenting educators created a new, eight volume series, 
"Parent Connections."  Each week during the months of April and May, a different one-page volume was 
sent to ECFE and preschool families.  Parenting Connections was/is available in English, Spanish and 
Somali. 

• Our early childhood teachers created videos using a green screen. The teachers sang twinkle, twinkle little 
star with a backdrop of twinkling stars, it was posted on our FB page and it has over 900 views! Some 
children wanted to watch it repeatedly. 

https://apps.google.com/meet/
https://edu.google.com/products/classroom/?modal_active=none
https://zoom.us/
https://www.classdojo.com/
https://home.classtag.com/
https://www.remind.com/
https://www.whatsapp.com/?lang=en
https://info.flipgrid.com/
https://moodle.org/
https://www.parentopia.org/users/sign_in
https://www.schoology.com/
https://www.getepic.com/


• Recorded storytimes were sent to all so anyone could watch even if they could not make the live 
storytime. Calendars were sent each week with activities geared toward each domain. Facebook was 
utilized to share activities and articles. 

• During distance learning, the ECFE staff used Google Drive to send videos to parents and students. The 
videos included staff reading stories, sharing videos, and showing them how to do the activities that were 
sent to them. 

• "Virtual tours" were offered (and are still offered) for incoming families.  Tours provided a peek into the 
classrooms and staff.  In addition, videos showed some of the "whys" and "hows" behind the teaching.  For 
example, what we learn through circle time. 

• Distance Learning transformed our teaching into developing websites, daily and weekly lesson plans, show 
and tell online, and covered all the activities done in the classroom. Reading Corps tutors helped with 
recording read alouds on YouTube so children could have a story read to them at any time. *For families 
with technology issues, phone calls were very well received and children loved hearing their teachers. 
*Lesson plans invited families to take photos of work the children did and send it to their teachers so this 
could be compiled for the class to view online.  I think it has given us even more ideas of how to engage 
kids! 

• We used Seesaw for ECFE. We posted a video each day from our teachers, each day of the week focused 
on a different developmental domain. We also have a weekly activity matrix that has a weeks worth of 
activities broken down into all the areas of development, and families/children can choose what they want 
to do each day based on their family and level of capable involvement. We are holding a weekly Zoom 
session for each class including a weekly parent education meeting and videos related to parent topics. 
Seesaw was offered to any family who has taken any class this year. To engage other families we have also 
posted most of our items on our Facebook page. Seesaw makes it more private and secure for families and 
teachers to share back and forth. We have also been reaching out weekly to each family by phone, text, or 
email to keep in touch and be available for families during this challenging time. We only gave packets to 
targeted families who do not have the ability to connect in other ways.   

Responding to Needs 
“COVID-19 has highlighted the needs and disparities in our communities. While they were not 

previously unidentified, they are now certainly magnified.” 
 

Successful ECFE programs are responsive to the needs in their communities (see the companion document, 2019-
20 ECFE Community Needs Assessment – COVID-19 Needs). Certainly, needs vary across the 327 ECFE programs in 
our state. In addition to responding to a pandemic, Minnesota also experienced social unrest following the murder 
of George Floyd. This section includes examples of how ECFE programs responded to various community needs. 

• Some families did NOT want to participate due to the amount of time they were already spending on the 
computer with their older children and/or their own work. 

• Some morning classes were held at night (8pm) to accommodate schedules. Turn out for classes was really 
high. 

• We helped families get internet access to those who did not have any, and for those parents that did not 
engage, our staff checked in with them personally over phone or email, whatever the families preferred. 

• We helped families get internet access through the local internet company offering free connection and no 
monthly charge through May. 

• When families identified they did not have a learning device and or access to the internet they were 
provided with a Chrome Book and a hot spot delivered to their home. 

• Many programs worked with interpreters. 

https://www.google.com/intl/en/drive/
https://web.seesaw.me/


o We had an interpreter for our Spanish Multilingual class. 
• Many early childhood programs helped provide child care to essential workers. 

o We supervised and organized the emergency child care. 
o We provided emergency childcare for an average of 60-70 children during the entire time.   

• We helped families to sign up for food to be delivered.  
o We delivered meals daily and instructional materials once a week. 

• Home visitors continued to support families via virtual experiences and/or phone call/email check-ins. 
• We provided virtual one-on-one parent consultations (birth through grade 3). 
• We delivered kits to families and some food/diapers in the beginning, along with mailing packets. Our 

district offered meals to all families and our families in ECFE were able to participate. 

Below are examples of how programs responded to racism and civil unrest. The first highlights a focus on 
professional development and the second is the description of a summer class (offered through Zoom). 

• This past spring, parents were requesting support with resources and conversation focused on stress, 
anxiety and racial disparities due to local events. These events have created opportunities for staff and 
community conversations around systemic racism, racial disparities and mental health concerns in our 
community. In response, our program staff have been focusing on expanding on professional 
development, finding current and immediate resources for families as well as developing a stronger 
understanding of how we support parents and children with these serious societal concerns as we move 
forward. We have implemented a program wide focus on developing our skills and understanding of 
Cultural Proficiency and Conscious Discipline in order to better support children and families. 

• This class will include parenting information and activities for children including story time, music and 
more! During this class, we want to provide an opportunity for families to reflect, share, and learn about 
recent events regarding racism in our community. First, there will be a circle time with a licensed early 
childhood educator involving a read aloud book about diversity, The Skin You Live In (written by Michael 
Tyler, illustrated  by David Lee Csicsko). This will be followed by a discussion facilitated by a licensed parent 
educator. Please come with questions, resources, information, or just to listen. We will continue the social 
justice themes and learning goals during the 2020-2021 school year.  

 
Working toward System Coherence 

“Why does this need to stop in the early years?” 
 

One of the goals of ECFE is that families and children experience a smooth transition from early childhood 
programs and services into kindergarten and the larger school system. Recognizing the importance of transitions 
and coherent systems, districts that have a P3 initiative may provide parenting education up to third grade. 
Programs providing P3 services have increased over recent years and they were mentioned frequently in the 
community needs assessment. 

• We added audio and subtitles to 12 topic-specific parenting education presentations. Our elementary 
principals emailed families with links to presentations, and a follow-up survey was sent every Thursday 
through May. We sent the same information to past/current families registered in Eleyo. Our EC teachers 
shared these presentations with their families as well. A parent educator has been contacting all families 
who are accessing the presentations to check in, ask if they need anything, and offer parenting support via 
phone, email, or video chat.  

o Our "Managing Parent and Child Stress" topic had 109 views over the course of a week! 
• Created a PreK-Grade 3 group on Schoology to provide families easy access to resources and opportunities 

to have discussions with other parents/caregivers and our PreK-Grade 3 parent educator. 



System coherence requires collaboration. The story below highlights the potential of our work when we work 
together toward a common goal. 

The following is a story of a 4-year old preschool student who was identified through a grandparent in the 
spring of 2019. This young student, “Joe,” was identified by our early intervention team as a high-risk 
student in social/emotional, fine motor, and cognitive domains. Through multiple outreach opportunities 
to the family, we were able to invite and engage the family in an ECFE class during the spring of 2019. This 
class consisted of parent education that was specifically designed to address behavioral needs families had 
within their homes, and it also provided an early learning experience to the children. After this experience, 
Joe entered our preschool in the fall of 2019 and was quickly referred to Special Education services. 
Comprehensive parent supports were provided, including involvement in ECFE programming that provided 
ongoing social/emotional supports to the family. Joe's family received distance learning materials through 
the mail throughout March, April and May. In mid-April, his family began to send pictures of the activities 
that he had completed at home to his teachers at the Early Childhood Center. In May, the family sent 
videos of him playing with the puppets that he had made from the materials he had received during 
distance learning. During weekly check-in meetings he proudly shared projects that he had completed at 
home. The family shared that he looked forward to the videos that were created by his teachers and that 
he looked forward to watching them each week. Joe, who was initially one of our most concerning 
students, has continued to blossom with the supports that were provided to his family during distance 
learning. He will enter Kindergarten in the fall of 2020 as a relatively low-risk student. His success 
represents the importance of a systematic plan to support and engage families despite the challenges of 
distance learning and represents the reality that, even though this is not the way that we would ideally 
work with our students and families, we can work together to provide opportunities for success to them. 

 
 
For More Information 
Contact Mike Brown at mike.p.brown@state.mn.us  
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