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Background and Objectives

Background
Project Exceptional is a training program that focuses on providing information, skills and training to childcare providers in order to foster the successful inclusion of young children with disabilities into childcare options. In the summer of 1995, the first Project Exceptional evaluation was conducted to understand the perceptions of the Project Exceptional trainers regarding training, training support and the success of the program. These results can be found in a study by Joan Karp, Ph D. titled “Evaluation of Project Exceptional Training: Part I.”  

This report summarizes the findings of the second phase of the Project Exceptional evaluation. This evaluation was conducted with childcare providers in the summer of 2003.

Research Objective

The objective of phase II of Project Exceptional research is to understand the behaviors, attitudes and perceptions of childcare providers who have attended Project Exceptional training. Specifically, the research explores behaviors, attitudes and perceptions related to working with children with disabilities in childcare, the Project Exceptional training sessions and knowledge and use of community resources.

Research Process

A total of thirty 20-30 minute telephone interviews were conducted with childcare providers from 5 regions in Minnesota. Interviewers followed a scripted questionnaire (see Appendix). A number of open-ended questions were included to allow for respondent comments. Center-based (16 responses) and in-home (14 responses) childcare providers made up the sample. 
Screening Criteria and Respondent Profile
Screening Criteria
Respondents were included in the study if they:

· Provide childcare in a center-based or in-home setting

· Have attended at least one training class with Project Exceptional in the last 5 years

· Have attended 2 or more hours of Project Exceptional training

· Provide childcare in 1 of 5 selected regions in Minnesota

Respondent Profile

· In total, 30 respondents have taken a total of 235 hours of Project Exceptional training. The average number of hours of training per respondent is 7.8; the median is 6 hours. Two providers attended 22+ hours of Project Exceptional training.

· In total, respondents provide childcare for over 1200 children.

· A total of 22/30 respondents reported having 1 or more children with disabilities in their childcare in the last 12 months. Respondents have a total of 65 children with disabilities in their care (over the last 12 months).

· All respondents were female and all were actively engaged as childcare providers.

Notes

Sample Size

Due to the small sample size (30 providers), these research results should be viewed primarily as qualitative. However, significance testing was conducted on the data at the 85% confidence level. Data that is statistically significant (at the 85% confidence level) is displayed throughout this report with one or more upper case letters below it. These letters refer to the columns against which the result is statistically significant.  Items displayed with an asterisk indicate there is a small base. A single asterisk (*) indicates a small base against which significance testing was still conducted but should be carefully interpreted and two asterisks (**) indicate a very small base of fewer than 5, which is ineligible for significance testing.

Description of Key Measures

The following key measure is used throughout this report:

Top 2 Box Agreement  is the total number of respondents who selected either “strongly agree” (1)  or “agree somewhat “ (2) when asked the following question: Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statement. “1” means you “strongly agree” with the statement and “5” means you strongly disagree.” You can select any number from 1 to 5 depending on your level of agreement.

Regions

Interviews were conducted in five regions of Minnesota. The regions are referred to numerically in this report. The numbers correspond to regions as follows:

Region1:  South Metro

Region 2: North Metro

Region 3: East Metro

Region 4: Anoka

Region 5: Central Minnesota

Summary of Key Findings

Behaviors, Attitudes and Perceptions of Childcare Providers
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· Providers overwhelming feel that Project Exceptional training broadened their knowledge and ability to care for children with special needs. The training gave them confidence and made them feel more comfortable working with children with disabilities in their childcare.
· Providers overwhelmingly agree that Project Exceptional helped them be more sensitive to parents and more comfortable approaching parents with concerns.
· Overall, 60% of providers reported that they are more willing to accept children with disabilities into their childcare than before Project Exceptional training. 

Preparedness and Professional Changes Due to Project Exceptional 

· Providers very enthusiastically described five key areas of Project Exceptional training that prepared them to take children with disabilities into their childcare: 1) awareness and information about children with disabilities and their needs; 2) resources for working with parents of children with disabilities; 3) community resources for working with children with disabilities and their families; 4) emotional and intellectual support for providers and 5) tools and techniques for working with children with disabilities. 
· Providers described the changes they have made professionally since their Project Exceptional Training. Responses centered around 1) increased awareness and understanding of the needs of children 2) more effective communication with parents 3) increased use of community resources and 4) incorporation of tools and techniques for working with children with disabilities.

Types of Disabilities of Children in Childcare

· 22 of the 30 providers interviewed indicated they have one or more children with disabilities in their care (in the last 12 months). Of these, 17 providers responded that they have children who are currently on a special education plan through the school district. 

· The majority of providers reported that the classification of the disabilities for the children in their care who are on a special education plan are either “Social, Emotional or Behavioral disability” or “Speech or Language disability”. 

Quality of Project Exceptional Training

· Providers rated both the quality of training and trainers very highly. Providers indicated a high level of interest in attending additional Project Exceptional training sessions. 

· Providers are applying the skills and tools gained through Project Exceptional training, such as patience, consistency, discipline and communication, to generally improve their performance with ALL children and their parents.

Key Findings

Behaviors, Attitudes and Perceptions of Childcare Providers Regarding Project Exceptional Training

Prior to attending PE Training

· Slightly over half of respondents felt that they had knowledge about and felt comfortable caring for children with disabilities in their childcare prior to attending Project Exceptional training. 

· Approximately one-fifth of respondents agreed that prior to Project Exceptional they knew little about caring for children with disabilities and felt unsure about accepting children with disabilities into their childcare. The remaining respondents neither agreed nor disagreed with the statements.

· Center-based providers were more likely than in-home providers to report knowing very little about caring for children with disabilities and feeling unsure about accepting children with disabilities into their childcare.

· Providers with the least amount of PE training (2-5 hours) were more likely to believe they were unprepared prior to PE than those who had 6 or more hours of training. 
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Skills acquired during Project Exceptional Training

· Providers overwhelming feel that Project Exceptional Training broadened their knowledge and ability to care for children with special needs and gave them confidence (questions “b”, “g” and “l”). They also reported that, since the training, they feel more comfortable working with children with disabilities in their childcare.

· Interestingly, providers with fewer hours (2-5) of Project Exceptional training feel slightly stronger about their confidence, knowledge and ability than those with more hours (6+) of training.

· When asked about “tools” provided by PE training to successfully care for children with disabilities (questions “a” and “e”), 2/3 of providers responded favorably while 1/3 of providers responded “neither agree nor disagree.” 

· Providers in regions 3 & 4 responded significantly more positively to questions about tools provided than respondents in other regions. It would be interesting to explore the training tools provided in regions 3 & 4 to discern if they were different from those delivered in other regions.

· In-home providers agreed more often than center-based providers to most questions regarding skills and tools acquired.
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Relationships with Parents and Understanding of Community Resources

· Overall, 70% of providers agree that Project Exceptional helped them understand the community resources available for children with disabilities. Center-based providers and those with 2-5 hours of Project Exceptional training agree somewhat more often than in-home providers and those with 6+ hours of training.

· Providers overwhelmingly agree (~90%) that Project Exceptional helped them be more sensitive to parents and more comfortable approaching parents with concerns. 
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Willingness to Accept Children with Disabilities

· Overall, 60% of providers reported that they are more willing to accept children with disabilities into their childcare than before Project Exceptional training. Of the remaining 40%, 33% responded that they “neither agree nor disagree” with this statement (not shown in table).

· Providers in regions 3 & 4 agreed significantly more often than providers in regions 2 & 5. 50% of providers in regions 3 & 4 “strongly agreed” and 33% “agreed somewhat.” 
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Success of Project Exceptional Training in Preparing Childcare Providers

Providers were asked to explain how, if at all, the Project Exceptional training has prepared them to take children with disabilities into their childcare. Responses to this question fell into five general categories: 1) awareness and information about children with disabilities and their needs; 2) resources for working with parents of children with disabilities; 3) community resources for working with children with disabilities and their families 4) emotional and intellectual support for providers and 5) tools and techniques for working with children with disabilities. Comments were overwhelmingly positive. Following are the verbatim comments of the survey respondents.

Q.7. Explain how, if at all, the Project Exceptional training has prepared you to take children with disabilities into your childcare?

1) Awareness and information about children with disabilities and their needs

· “It has given me a new light on children with disabilities and an increased awareness of their needs and the different types of disabilities.”

· “It's given me more information to help me not to be so scared because kids are kids and they need the care too.”

· “Project Exceptional is definitely a good resource to bring into the community - a good refresher. If there's something new that we are not aware of it's nice to know that they are up to date.”

·  “It's helped update me with new information and keep me better informed on certain disabilities. It was a good refresher on how to be more aware of the child's disability and be a little more sensitive to the parent and child.”

· “Project Exceptional gave me information to work with the children with disabilities that I have in my care.”

· “The training helped to make us understand that children with special needs are still babies that need love and attention, like a normal baby.  It makes us want to have one with special needs because of the stories we heard from others who've worked with them and just love them.”

2) Resources for working with parents of children with disabilities

· “The training gave us resources that we could share with parents.  After training, we worked with a parent and opened that parent’s eyes to go to a counselor or OT to get help.  There's one parent here who is absolutely grateful to us and her child is getting a lot of extra help, otherwise I'm sure he would have struggled.”

· “I learned how to approach parents, feel comfortable with their needs, and how not to feel bad.  I also learned lots of techniques and ways to communicate with parents and children.”

3) Community resources for working with children with disabilities and their families

· “The training has given me ideas for where to go for resources to help children with special needs. I also learned where to send parents to get help, and where I can get help too.  It makes me feel more comfortable knowing that there are people I can go to for help, so I am more willing to work with someone who has special needs.”

· “The training gave me knowledge of resources and options regarding where to go to get the support a child with special needs of any kind. They were also good about defining special needs.”

· “I think knowing the resources that I have available here in the area has been my biggest help.”

· “It's given me the tools I need to use through the community to get the children the help they need. I now know how to network with other resources to make the child’s experience here as good as possible.”

4) Emotional and intellectual support for providers

· “Instead of preparing me it’s helped reinforce what I’ve been doing. It's that boost that, ‘yes you can keep going and yes you can do this!’”

· “Allowed the staff members and the owner a more open sense of knowing about different disabilities.  Brought people together as far as talking about and sharing feelings about kids with disabilities.”

· “It made me realize that I can use my energy in a positive way instead of letting them suck it all out.”

· After leaving the training I felt more sensitive and understanding of people's needs.  I felt more professional. Often providers feel secluded, when you leave the PE training you feel more connected and like you're doing a better job generally.  

5) Tools and techniques for working with children with disabilities

· “Made children with disabilities seem normal and more acceptable to me. Made me open my eyes to all children that have problems.  Gave me tools to help children, helped us design the classroom to deal with children with disabilities. I got ideas on room set up, words to use, and examples. The training gave you a chance to role-play before trying out techniques in the classroom.  I liked the use of data, words, pictures, and visuals.  This is matter of fact information, that we sort of knew, but didn't have a scientific reason to support the ideas.  The hands-on learning was very effective.” 

· “Going over basic needs, how to handle different situations that could arise.”

· “Given me more strategies to use with the children.”

· “Gave me better ideas of ways to deal with children, sometimes different ideas are good.”

· “By providing information and ideas, particularly for different behaviors that come up.”

· “Given me more knowledge to accept all kinds of disabilities.  Also tools to help the children in my daycare to be more accepting of the disabilities.”

· “The class helped me find appropriate avenues to serve the children with special needs.”

· “The training gets you out of your chair, moving and thinking, having you participate in the understanding.  When you're talking about disabilities you need more hands-on learning.  I didn't leave with just a stack of paper, but had more hands-on and it stuck with me more.”

· “The training reiterated different information on how to care for children and keep in mind their perspective.”

· “Made me feel more confident. At some of my trainings, the trainer would give situations and how to handle it, and this would help me work through how to handle problems. A focus on what the child may need for his disability, how to help children.”

· “I’ve been doing childcare for 22 years. When I took the Project Exceptional class, I had a child with severe emotional problems. Because of her, I really needed to know how to deal with this.  Project Exceptional helped me be more patient and try to understand where she was coming from. The parents knew I was taking the class and the results were very positive.  Her parents were very pleased with her progress.”

· “The training gave me a greater understanding of where the children are coming from. My thing is the behavioral piece. Project Exceptional gave me a different way to look at why the kids are doing what they are doing and different ways to deal with that.”

Professional Changes Since Project Exceptional Training

Providers were asked what changes, if any, they have made professionally since their Project Exceptional Training. Responses centered around 1) increased awareness and understanding of the needs of children 2) more effective communication with parents 3) increased use of community resources and 4) incorporation of tools and techniques.

Q.8. What changes, if any, have you made professionally since your Project Exceptional training?

1) Increased awareness and understanding of the needs of children

· “I am more aware of all kids and that their development is different and they need all types of care.”

· “We are more aware of the needs of some of the children and seek out information to help them.”

2) More effective communication with parents

· “I am more open with parents. I try to understand what their child is going through, what they are feeling.  “

· “Because of the training, I have different options as far as observational tools to share with parents in regard to their children.”

· “I am now able to discuss with parents more professionally what their child's situation is and what help we can get for them in the community.”

3) Increased use of community resources

· “When I see a child that is behind during assessments, I do research before approaching parents; I look into places where I can refer them or community resources that can provide assistance.” 

· “I am more interested in finding out information on bringing children with disabilities into my center and more aware of community resources.”

4) Incorporation of tools and techniques

· “Prior to taking the training I pushed for the disabled girl in my childcare to participate. After taking the PE training I realized that she was not ready to participate, so I let her stand off. I changed my approach with her; I became less pushy and more patient. I now let her do things at her own speed and let her feel comfortable if she wants to join us.  PE was very informational and had good reading.” 

· “I approach things differently. The training teaches you what stresses you as a professional.  Before training I came in blind; training gave me more confidence as a teacher and person.  Now I have better communication skills with parents and children.”

· “I have changed in my reactions to children and my understanding of their behavior.”

· “The main changes in my childcare has been changes in how we deal with certain behaviors and different things, for example, instead of just explaining things to kids there are consequences and time outs.”

· “I have incorporated some of the ideas, we don't get a lot of special needs children but it's things you can use with the general population.” 

· “We have made some environmental changes such as allowing quiet spaces for children. We focus now on safety first and look ahead at what we are doing. Generally, we are more cautious, particularly with germs.  Before we had a tendency to say 'oh well' but now we take care of problems immediately.”

· “I take into consideration how the kids view what is going on.”

· “There are differences in the way that I handle a child who misbehaves.  “

· “I've become more patient with the children and let them know that I'm going to be a positive person and they're not going to get me.  The two kids I have like to see me get mad, now they know they will be taken away from the activities.”

Placement of Children with Disabilities Within Childcare

NOTE:  Providers were asked both how many children with disabilities they had in their care during the 3 years prior to Project Exceptional training and in the 12 months since the training. It must be noted that the “before” and “after” questions about placements of children with disabilities are not directly comparable. This is primarily due to the time frame differences in the questions. The “before PE” question refers to a 3-year period while the “after PE” question refers to only a 12-month period. Therefore, we would not expect, necessarily, to see a gain in the numbers from “before” to “after.” In addition, there are many variables outside of training that might affect how many children are in the childcare.  While we do “compare” these data, please take this caveat into consideration.

· In total, the number of providers reporting serving children with disabilities stayed constant at 22 providers. 

· Eight providers responded that they have no children with disabilities in their care. The reasons they gave were either “none have applied” (4 providers) or “don’t know” (4 providers).

· In-home providers reported an increase in the number of children with disabilities served, from a mean of 1.5 in the three years prior to Project Exceptional training to a mean of 2.5 in the 12 months following the training. 

· While center-based providers appear to have decreased in the number of children served (from a mean of 4.2 to a mean of 2.8), this drop is driven by those reporting “6 or more” (drops from 5 providers to 2) and is most likely due to the “3 years” vs. “1 year” time frames. 

· Respondents with 6 or more hours of PE training and those with over 10 years of experience in childcare have higher numbers of children with disabilities in their care than those with fewer hours training (mean of 3.4 vs. 1.7) or years experience (mean of 3.4 vs. 2.0). [this data not depicted in table below]

Q.2. Since your Project Exceptional training, how many children with disabilities have you had in your childcare?

Q. 18. How many children with disabilities did you have in your childcare in the last 12 months?
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Types of Disabilities

· Of the 22 providers who currently have children with disabilities in their care, 17 providers responded that they have children who are currently on a special education plan through the school district. 

· The majority of providers reported that the children with a special education plan had a Social, Emotional or Behavioral disability (18 children, accounting for 31% of all disabilities) and/or a Speech or Language disability (16 children, accounting for 28% of all disabilities). [note: a child may be classified as having more than one disability]

· In-home care providers reported a significantly higher number of children with Social, Emotional or Behavioral disability than center-based providers (34% of disabilities reported vs. 27%).

· Providers with more than 10 years experience reported a greater number of disabilities in total, most of them concentrated in Speech or Language disability and Social, Emotional or Behavioral disability. Providers with less than 10 years experience reported a higher percentage of Motor or Physical disabilities (27% vs. 11%).
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Providers that selected “other” specified the following types of disabilities:

· Sensory integration difficulties

· Autism

· ADHD (multiple responses)

· Oppositional disorders

· Learning disability

· Sleep Apnea

Quality of Training and Trainers

Providers rated both the quality of training and trainers very highly. Not a single provider selected “disagree somewhat” or “disagree strongly” for any of the statements tested. This indicates a very high level of provider satisfaction with the quality of the Project Exceptional training they have received. 

Providers indicated a high level of interest in attending additional Project Exceptional training sessions. Providers also indicated that they would recommend Project Exceptional training to both other childcare providers and parents. 
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MEAN SCORE

Q.9. How much do you agree with each of the following statements regarding your Project Exceptional Training? 

5=Completely Agree - 1=Completely Disagree

a) I believe my Project Exceptional trainer 

was knowledgeable about the topics
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was a good use of my time
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Providers had a long and varied list of topics they would like to continued training on. Topics range from CPR to autism to working with gifted children.

What additional topics would you like to learn about in future Project Exceptional Training? (verbatim responses)

· More depth of what brain injuries can do, more medical things, spinal injuries, paralysis, because that isn't covered

· Sensory integration

· Autism (multiple requests)

· ADD/ADHD (multiple requests)

· More specific for certain disabilities, like down syndrome and ADD

· Stroke victims  

· Emotional development for normal children and children with disorders

· How to integrate children with motor disabilities

· Fetal alcohol syndrome

· Typically developing children who only have motor impairments 

· Special needs and behavioral situations and how to help them get ready for kindergarten - not academics, but the behaviors, what K teacher will expect.  

· Signs to watch for in infants

· Ideas on different ways to incorporate a child with disabilities into a preschool program.  What a provider can tell other children when they ask questions about the child with a disability.

· Continued emphasis on motor development

· List of resources available to tap into with parents and on our own. 

· Causes of disabilities, how to identify common disabilities, and what to expect with each.

· Learn more about children with communication difficulties

· Health and safety; CPR

· Behavior disorders

· Working with gifted children.  

· Teaching anger management to children.

· Activities for babies

· Stress management; teacher burn-out

· Settling conflicts between children 

· Would really like to see more parent involvement in training and workshops.  More parent education, training and workshops geared toward parents.

Other Provider Comments

· “I found the whole PE material was very well done and very useful. If some of it hadn't been funded our whole staff wouldn't have been able to attend. We are a private non-profit and the funding is very important so we can have as many staff as possible attend.”

· “I am concerned about the budget cuts and hope they don't affect Project Exceptional. Good training is hard to find and Project Exceptional is good training!”

· “Please continue!  We don't function without the help of our county.  If we had to pay full price for the classes we'd go broke.”

Conclusions and Recommendations

Conclusions

Overall, this evaluation suggests that Project Exceptional has been successful in training providers to successfully care for children with disabilities in their childcare. We come to this conclusion based on the following:

· Providers indicate an increase in their overall knowledge and ability in working with children with disabilities (80%)

· Providers indicate increased awareness and use of community resources (70%)

· Providers feel more comfortable and confident in approaching parents with their concerns (87%) and are more sensitive to parents when they come with concerns about their child (90%)

· Providers feel more comfortable working with children with disabilities (83%)

Providers have made changes due to Project Exceptional in the following areas: 1) increased awareness and understanding of the needs of children with disabilities and their needs; 2) more effective communication with parents of children with disabilities; 3) increased use of community resources; and 4) incorporation of tools and techniques for working with children with disabilities. 

It appears that the more hours of Project Exceptional training providers attend, the more willing they are to accept children with disabilities into their childcare (this conclusion is based on directional data only due to small sample sizes).

· Overall, 60% of providers reported being more willing to accept children with disabilities since attending the training. Interestingly, 67% of those with 6+ hours of training indicated more willingness to accept children with disabilities while only 45% of those with 2-5 hours of training indicated more willingness to accept children with disabilities.

· On average, regions 3 and 4 have the most hours of Project Exceptional training per provider and the highest indication of willingness to accept children with disabilities (83%). 

· Few providers in regions 2 and 5 indicated an increased willingness to accept children with disabilities (38% and 33% respectively). It might be instructive to explore the major differences, other than number of hours taken, between the trainings conducted in regions 2 & 5 vs. that in regions 3 and 4.

The quality of the training curriculum and the trainers is very highly regarded by providers. This high level of satisfaction is expressed by nearly all providers and is reinforced by providers willingness to recommend Project Exceptional to other providers and their interest in attending additional Project Exceptional training sessions.

Providers are applying the knowledge gained from the Project Exceptional training in their interactions with all children in their care and their parents (not exclusively with children with disabilities and their parents). They are applying the skills and tools gained, such as patience, consistency, discipline and communication, to generally improve their performance as childcare providers.

Recommendations

Continue to offer Project Exceptional training. Increase the reach of the training to include multi-cultural communities and other communities where the training is not currently available.

· Encourage providers to attend a minimum of 6 hours of Project Exceptional training. Consider creating a certificate program where providers earn the certificate after attending a required number of hours (and topics, if applicable).

Explore the curriculum differences and other factors which might have contributed to the significantly different levels of providers in regions 1, 3 & 4 being more willing to accept children with disabilities and feeling that they have more tools to apply to their work with children than those in regions 2 and 5.

Consider engaging parents more fully in Project Exceptional training. Consider conducting training with parents and providers together to help both parties generally understand the issues, needs and roles of the other party.

Create a marketing program that encourages providers who have taken Project Exceptional training to recommend the training to other providers and to parents.

Additional Research Recommended

1) Create an instrument for on-going provider knowledge and satisfaction tracking (pre- and post-training)

· Could be administered at the training sessions or post-training via internet

· Allows for ongoing monitoring and assessment of the training. The information would be tabulated and then shared with trainers to be used to improve the program. The data could also be shared with funders to demonstrate the success of the program.

2) Conduct qualitative post-training follow-up to assess the behavioral and attitudinal changes of participants resulting from the training. Assess the participant’s use of the new knowledge in their childcare setting.

3) Conduct a quantitative survey (by mail, web, phone) to identify the differences in attitudes, perceptions and behaviors of childcare providers who have participated in Project Exceptional versus those who have not. This type of survey will provide statistically relevant information regarding the success of Project Exceptional training in educating providers and increasing their confidence and willingness to accept children with disabilities into their childcare.

4) Conduct a study of families who have a child with a disability in childcare. These individual family studies will provide material to create case studies illustrating the difficulties of finding good childcare placements for children with disabilities and, presumably, the difference a provider who has been trained by Project Exceptional makes in the life of the family.

Q.1. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale of 1-5.








Q.1. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on a scale of 1-5.





“Prior to taking the Project Exceptional training I pushed for the disabled girl in my childcare to participate. After taking the training I realized that she was not ready to participate, so I let her stand off. I changed my approach with her. I became less pushy and more patient. I now let her do things at her own speed and let her feel comfortable if she wants to join us. “  		--- Childcare Provider








Multiple responses allowed.
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