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Benchmarking
Purpose
Benchmarking involves comparing one program’s performance or work practices to another, similar program.  The purpose is twofold: to understand the degree to which your program’s performance is similar to another, and to learn and borrow from another program whose performance may exceed your own. 

A form of benchmarking can also be imposed upon a system through goals set by funders or overseeing agencies. For instance, the Department of Education may have a goal that all kindergarteners are ready for kindergarten. To achieve this long-term goal, the state agency may ask all early childhood programs that assess kindergarten readiness to strive for 75% of all children screened by age 3 meeting age-appropriate expectations on assessments each year. This 75% becomes a type of benchmark – particularly if some programs are reaching this goal and others are not.  Those programs may begin to compare their annual program results and share best practices.

Early Childhood Education Data, Practices, and Modeling
Benchmarking involves comparisons of data at specific intervals (e.g. monthly data) and investigating best practices. These are two very different sets of activities.  Before any comparisons are made, however, begin by modeling your own services. It is essential to be clear about how work is done in the agency in order to be able to communicate with and learn from another agency. See your program’s logic model or complete one if you have not already done so. See GrEaT directions for Logic Model’s here.

Once your program function is clearly represented in a model, begin by examining the data that should help you understand your program’s effectiveness. Consider multiple measures that are both quantitative and qualitative, if available.  To extend the kindergarten readiness example further, consider that following a logic model activity, a program may determine that the following measures make sense to measure its performance:

	Kindergarten Entry Assessment results (annual)		XX% proficient
	Parent Survey Results[footnoteRef:1], overall percent satisfied		XX% [1:  The parent satisfaction survey may contain questions related to multiple areas and the total percent is calculated overall for all parents.
] 


These measures are considered to be critical to the program’s success because they reflect state and federal priorities and the degree to which the program engages successfully with families. 

A program may then collect data on these two measures for the last three years.  They also obtain data on two other programs that collect the same data on their families and children through professional networking.  These programs are deliberately chosen because they serve a community that has similar demographics and child needs.  The comparison of these three years’ of data may look something like this:

	
	Year 1
	Year 2
	Year 3

	
	Our Program
	Program A
	Program B
	Our Program
	Program A
	Program B
	Our Program
	Program A
	Program B

	Kindergarten Entry Assessment Results
	
69%
	
70%
	
80%
	
69%
	
71%
	
79%
	
70%
	
71%
	
83%

	Parent Survey % Satisfied
	
55%
	
55%
	
54%
	
56%
	
52%
	
54%
	
65%
	
50%
	
57%



In the table above kindergarten entry assessment results are fairly steady over the three year period with the exception of an increase in the percentage of children ready for kindergarten rising to 83% for Program B.  Parent satisfaction results hover around 50-56% for all three programs until year three when our program’s satisfaction rate increased to 65%.  Program B’s satisfaction increased to 57% this same year.

Programs can do two key activities at this point.  They may create a benchmark for their program for year 4 now that they have some sense of how other similar programs’ children are scoring on readiness assessments.  In this instance, the program staff may decide that since Program A shares a similar pattern of increase (one percentage point over the three years) setting a goal of 71% for year 4 seems reasonable. The second activity is learning from other programs. The jump in the readiness percentage for Program B is intriguing.  The director of our program sets up a meeting with the director of Program B to talk about what changes they have made over the last year or so.

Our program is pleased with its parent satisfaction rate and particularly since it is higher than  Program A or B’s.  However, the program knows that there were two changes that occurred over the last two years that may have influenced this change: the hiring of a bi-lingual staff person to help the program communicate more effectively with families, and the influx of scholarship dollars which helped many more families more easily afford preschool.

The use of benchmarking in this example is to identify the status of the program in relation to other, similar programs. Benchmarking helps a program understand how it compares.  However, it does not answer the question “why does our program perform differently than others?”  To understand the why and identify and learn from other programs’ practices, the program must reach out to others in their field whose performance is different or better.
Remember
Avoid making the scope of your benchmarking too broad.  This will overwhelm the program team and a sense of success will seem impossible.

Ensure that the benchmarking goals are accompanied by internal commitments to make changes.  This means time, resources, and supports from leadership.

Setting a goal to improve because others are doing better is not enough: a program must also investigate how those programs are accomplishing their results.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Do not assume that because something (e.g. a new curriculum) worked in another program that it will work for your program. Do not assume that something that worked in another program cannot work in your program. Make a careful review of adopting and adapting promising practices in ways that align best with your program’s unique needs, qualities and strengths.
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