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1. 2017-18 ECFE Community Needs Assessment

1. Please enter your district's information for the ECFE Annual Report.

 District Contact Information

Responder Name: Donald Sysyn

Responder Email Address: donald.sysyn@spps.org

Official District Name: Saint Paul Public Schools

District Number: 625

2. How did you identify new and underserved populations? What were your key findings?

As a large urban school district in the Community Education Department, we are always looking for ways to better serve the
diverse population that resides in the City of Saint Paul. Saint Paul is also a highly mobile city. Marketing, targeting
underserved families, and providing a clear pathway to services that is accessible for all residents is vital.
First we looked at the demographics of the city, school district and our Saint Paul ECFE program. Currently there are
disproportionate numbers based on race between these three entities:
ECFE SPPS St Paul 
Caucasian 38% 22% 61%
African American 14% 30% 15%
Hispanic/Latino 15% 14% 9%
Asian 29% 32% 14%
American Indian 4% 2% 1%

Some of the factors contributing to this disproportion are the large number of single or elderly households without young
children in the city. In addition, households who have families with young children in Saint Paul have many more school
choices for their children as they turn school age through private, charter and home school options. This becomes a challenge
for our program as we try to align our numbers with city and/or district demographics. As we compared numbers from 10 years
ago, Saint Paul ECFE has made gradual shifts in targeting services to a more diverse population by offering more culturally
specific classes and through increasing our more intensive services to immigrant populations through Family Literacy
programs, providing transportation to classes or home visiting. 
We have always valued access as a key to programming for diverse populations. In addition to our primary site locations in
each of the District’s Areas, we program at two shelters for families experiencing homelessness, an alternative high school for
pre-natal or parenting adolescents, and a parent educator embedded at our ABE program at the HUBBS Center serving
English Language Learners. We also alleviate barriers through the sliding fee scale that is collected. Currently less than 5%
of our budget is from revenue collected, as most families’ fees are waived. Another key identified barrier for Saint Paul families
has been transportation. This is our second highest budget item after staffing costs, and we have identified an increase in
provided transportation to classes over the years. Currently we lease three mini-buses and contract with the district for regular
school bus service for classes that have a larger number of families attending. This year we provided regularly routed
transportation to 48 of our 119 classes or 57%. In addition, we provide taxi service if there are individual families needing
transportation to a class. 
Unfortunately, our public housing sites asked us to begin a lease agreement including paying rent for this past school year.
This also included paying for custodial fees, evening security and technology and telephone lines. Since there is available
space in the district, we chose to move out of these locations. L’Etoile Du Nord’s (French Immersion) lower campus a few
blocks from our Roosevelt Homes site was identified, and we had a successful first year in that building. 
A new site in the Midway Area of Saint Paul (Hamline Elementary) is scheduled for an ECFE site in Fall 2018, so the Mt Airy
location was shuttered for a year and Family Literacy programming shifted. Another space is also being developed with a
remodel at Highland Elementary. We will be up to 11 sites in Fall, 2018. As the district’s Facilities Department continues to



improve existing space and better right size the buildings for the ever changing enrollment, we need to be flexible as a
program including staff movement. Another big issue has been retirements. Since a majority of our teaching staff were hired
as a result of legislative funding infusions and have stayed with us, we are seeing many retirements. Next year, of our
licensed teaching staff, almost half will be probationary. To maintain program quality, this will require pairing new teachers
with seasoned ones and growing teacher leadership within the program. The challenge will be moving staff to assure overall
program quality in a program whose core value is based on relationships.
We offered the same amount of programming this school year, with the exception of one Family Literacy program. Initially the
shifts were designed around wait lists and proximity to closed location. However, we saw an overall drop in numbers due to
lower immigration rates across the country, impacting city numbers, and the lower unemployment rate. These factors impacted
programming, along with the marketing of the new locations. 
Saint Paul Schools is currently divided into 6 geographic areas through their Strong Schools, Strong Communities (SSSC)
strategic plan. ECFE has at least one site in each of these areas. It has been a goal of the program to right fit Family Literacy
and culturally specific programming in each of the areas as relevant, and to monitor shifts in population as well as community
needs. Currently we are offering at least one Spanish speaking class in each of the areas. We also have classes for Karen
families in three of the areas, Hmong families in three of the areas, and a citywide African American, Somali and American
Indian class. We also have citywide LGBTQ and Dads classes. As we look to recruit and hire new staff, we always prioritize
bringing on culturally specific staff who are bilingual and can identify, recruit and help retain families.
As we have recognized the importance of getting all families ready for the school experience, we have prioritized
programming for Saint Paul’s ELL population. In Saint Paul ECFE the number of families who designate a language other
than English as their home language is at 46%. This is equal to the 46% that identifies this way in the District and 27% in the
City.
Saint Paul ECFE also offers nine Parenting Across Cultures classes in all six SSSC geographic areas of the city. These are
classes designed for families whose English level might not be at a comfortable level for participation in a Birth-K class, might
be on a wait list for Family Literacy, or a family who might want to look at parenting through a more cross cultural lens. These
have grown in popularity over four years, and we have increased them in order to provide this transitional as well as
educational need in the communities. New this year is an offering that we are calling Parenting Across Generations. We
began seeing more custodial grandparents and relatives in our regular ECFE classes and recognized the needs are different.
We connected with Lutheran Social Services (LSS). We knew they were providing support to these families. We are
developing a co-facilitation model that will pair a Part Educator with an LSS Social Worker to facilitate a group targeted for
families. This year we were able to serve 10 families. The children had significant needs. We will continue the class next year.
In addition to how we are currently programming, ECFE considers a number of other factors in identifying other new
populations. We look to our Community Education Department, particularly the ABE program for demographic information of
incoming adult learners, as many times this is a first point of contact in the District for ELL participants. We also look to Wilder
and Compass, as they have proven to be a good resource for current demographic information in Saint Paul. We work with
CAPRW (Community Action Program of Ramsey and Washington Counties) along with Ramsey County Public Health to track
trends. In addition, Saint Paul Schools, has current demographic information of attending students. Many of the schools are
community based, so we can work closely with school’s administration to connect with student populations. We also check
with the City of Saint Paul to identify where specific populations are residing. We work closely with many of the culturally
specific social service agencies in the city to track movement and shifts in populations or to stay current with immigration
trends.
Saint Paul ECFE has been engaged with the District’s Racial Equity work, and all our staff have participated in a two day
Beyond Diversity training. Through this process, we look at our programming through an equity lens, and consider factors that
contribute to the achievement and/or opportunity gap for our learners both young and old.

3. How did you identify child and family risk factors? What were your key findings?

Saint Paul ECFE pulls from a number of different resources in identifying risk factors of families. Some of the resources
include: The National Center for Children in Poverty, U S Dept of Health and Human Services, US Center for Disease Control
ACES Study, Children’s Defense Fund and Zero to Three. In addition we have used the local risk factors as determined by the
ECFE 2.0 group. Through the relationships that are developed between our teaching staff and our participants, we are able to
identify those individuals and families who have significant risk factors. Saint Paul ECFE always gives class priority to families
who have children with identified special needs, and families identified by staff to be in stress due to one or multiple risk
factors. This sometimes can exceed 20% of the site’s participation. In addition, we try to enroll at least 30% new participants in
each class, to ensure that more Saint Paul families receive ECFE services. Through our welcoming and caring environment,



and our focus on the social and emotional wellbeing of the family, we can connect and support healthy families.
Our programming is reflective of serving families with risk factors whether it be due to language (multiple Family Literacy
programming or culturally specific classes in home languages, a parent educator at our HUBBS Center working with ELL
classes); adolescent parents (parent education embedded in our alternative high school for pregnant and parenting teens
along with a weekly class at one of our high schools); families experiencing homelessness (an ongoing weekly ECFE class at
a shelter along with a regular parent educator visiting an additional shelter for consultations and support to staff); or providing
access to all ECFE classes through transportation and waived fees. In addition, we are finding children with IEPs in almost all
of our ECFE classes, and work closely with their ECSE case managers. Many times these ECSE teachers are in classes to
observe the children in an inclusionary setting and/or to connect with both parent and child. Our ECFE teachers also
participate on many family’s IEP meetings. We have also developed two classes on either side of the district that are co-
facilitated with a Parent Educator and an ECSE Social Worker. These were developed after hearing from parents of children
with special needs feeling that their concerns were not being met in regular ECFE parent education settings. We balance the
enrollment to ensure that there are typically developing children with those having identified delays. Parents have reported
having positive experiences in this format.

4. How did you assess family and parenting education needs? What were your key findings?

While programming is driven by community need, curriculum is driven by parent needs. All families participate in a goal
setting exercise where they set their family goals for attending the class. These are reviewed at various points throughout the
year to track progress. In addition, parents are surveyed to determine discussion topics. The parent educator then works with
the early childhood teacher to design an integrated approach to curriculum design that guides both adult and children’s
learning. A vast majority of our classes are Birth-K, so these topic areas are approached from multiple perspectives
depending on the child’s developmental stage. In addition, they sometimes provide an opportunity for mentoring and
networking between parents, building support and connections in both class and community. Each class has a prompting
“Question of the Day” guiding the parent’s interaction with their children during the interaction time. This usually acts as a
conversation stimulator in guiding the parent education component or lesson for that class.
Our parent educators are encouraged to survey parent participants midway through each semester to see that their needs are
being met or if the teacher needs to make any accommodations. At the end of each semester, a more formal feedback form is
distributed program wide. Site teams review, and they are turned into the program supervisor who reads them to assess
individual classes and staffing. He will touch base with individual staff on items of concern or ways to enhance parent
learning. This may also act as a spring board to better meet the parent’s needs throughout the program. An on-line survey is
being implemented, based on a series of focus groups and parent interest in this type of feedback. After the initial year, which
did not go so successfully, we changed to a more user friendly platform, and our participation rate has greatly improved. Our
All City Advisory Council developed a format which includes three standing committees that meet monthly embedded in the
regular meeting time. These are advocacy, communications and programming. This year, we provided programming
information to that committee by sharing demographic information or unique program areas of which participants may not be
aware. The parents were very excited to be receiving this information and were participants, along with staff, in guiding
programming decisions. Since there is a cross section of representatives from each of our sites, they would return to their site
councils and/or class, and report back on the citywide program. This also acted as a way to keep communication flowing
between sites, which have been a challenge for a large citywide program. The All City Advisory Council had also taken on
diverse representation as one of their major goals in recruitment for participation.

5. How will your programming and services be tailored to the needs of families and parents prioritized in the community
needs assessment?

We will continue to carefully monitor population and demographic trends in the city of Saint Paul to make sure our
programming is meeting community needs. We will also look at those families with the highest risk factors to provide
additional services as needed, either through our home visiting program or through referrals to other specific community
agencies. Last year our six culturally specific Family Connection Workers (African American, Hmong, Karen, Somali and two
Spanish) provided 1,173 home visits. These workers also are the connection between the communities and our programming
so their work is much valued. We have always valued the importance of hiring culturally specific staff, and given that it is a
challenge to find licensed teachers of color, we have tried to hire paraprofessionals from a variety of cultures. Our Saint Paul
ECFE staff is currently 33% non-Caucasian, and we recognize the need to increase this number in the licensed area. This will
mean creating more active recruitment strategies as well as training. This year our All City Advisory Council supported a



TEACH grant to our Somali speaking Family Connection Worker to continue her work toward an early childhood license. She
will complete that this year.
We have seen an increase in the number of fathers participating in the program over the years. 
Currently about 10% of our total enrollment are children with identified special needs. We work closely with our ECSE
program to recruit families for supplemental ECFE services and have co-facilitated classes with them, so that families feel
more comfortable. Continued outreach through ECSE staff is a priority.
We have seen an increase in participation of low income families, which is currently at 45%. However, this has meant a
decline in participation by middle income families. We continue to increase the number of evening offerings for families so to
attract the working middle income families.
As certain specific populations grow, ECFE will continue to add additional classes, to better meet their needs, and continue to
support our English Language Learners, so parents and children are both school ready. We will look to our community
partners to work more collaboratively in providing wrap around services that support our families. Given Saint Paul is a large
urban school district with a high mobility rate; we are consistently challenged by marketing efforts and staying visible to our
youngest families. We have initiated a marketing campaign from current birth lists congratulating and inviting families to attend
one of our age specific offerings. We continue to participate in many community and culturally specific fairs and events. We
will continue to draw on the passion of our parents for the program, as word of mouth has been one of our most effective
marketing tool.
Through the City of Saint Paul, ECFE will be getting a VISTA worker this year to look at strengthening the connection between
the program and our communities of families with children Birth-3. This is part of a larger city initiative of 14 VISTAS housed in
city, school and community organizations. They will all be working toward this common goal, as well as connecting us as
community partners. 

6.
Do you provide parents of English learners with translated oral and written information to monitor the program's impact on
their children's English language development?

Yes

7. Do you provide information or support to help parents know whether their children are progressing in developing their
English and native language proficiency?

Yes

8.   Do you support parents to actively engage with and support their children in developing their English and native
language proficiency?

Yes

9.
Is your program reviewed periodically to assure that instruction and materials are not racially, culturally, or sexually
biased?

10.
Does your program encourage parents to be aware of practices that may affect equitable development of children?

Yes

11. Does your district have a PreK-3rd Grade initiative? (to be counted as "yes," the initiative should be included on your
district website, and/or be included in a district plan, like WBWF, district strategic plan, building improvement plan, etc. It
does not count if it is only included in an early childhood web page or plan).

No
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