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On behalf of SPARK Learning Lab, thank you for welcoming us into the 
early childhood education community in Indiana. What a year it has 
been! As our world and each of us individually continue to navigate the 
ever-evolving landscape that COVID-19 brings, we are proud to be 
part of such a resilient, strong, and resourceful workforce and support 
network.

In October of 2019, SPARK Learning Lab began a nine-month plan 
to strategically construct an ecosystem of partnerships that brings the 
brightest and best to the Indiana early childhood education and care 
landscape, assemble a team of highly skilled early childhood education 
and care experts, and roll out all services beginning in July 2020. 
However, in response to the needs of Indiana’s early childhood 
education and care programs in light of COVID-19, SPARK Learning Lab 
reallocated our resources and worked quickly to successfully implement 
all of our services three months early. We hope this act demonstrates 
how personal supporting our early childhood education and care 
professionals is to us and the nimbleness of SPARK Learning Lab to pivot 
and respond to the needs of the field. In just six months, more than 1,500 
of Indiana’s early childhood education and care programs, representing 
over one third of programs, have participated in SPARK Learning Lab’s 
learning opportunities, and we cannot be more excited to support more 
programs and their leaders over the next three years.

Now, with more than 400 learning opportunities in our catalogue of 
professional development and coaching to support implementation, SPARK 
Learning Lab continues to ask questions, listen to your needs, and refine our 
approach. This year we are focused on widening our reach and deepening 
our impact. We understand that with the changes in the technical assistance 
system and the extra work required by the pandemic, program leaders are 
looking for support but may not know where to turn. Based on your feedback, 
SPARK Learning Lab is already implementing new communication methods 
to introduce more programs to our services and the training, resources, and 
coaching we have to support their quality improvement efforts. We are
excited to support you for years to come.

We look forward to another year of bringing a relentless focus on child and 
family outcomes so that we, together, can close the achievement gap and 
build a better future for children, families, and communities.

To our early childhood education and care
programs, our partners, and our friends,
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SPARK Learning Lab is a project of Shine Early Learning whose mission is to bring a relentless focus on positive child and 
family outcomes to close the achievement gap and build a better future for children, families, and communities. Shine 
Early Learning and SPARK Learning Lab are driven by five core values that early childhood education and care programs 
and partners can expect from our team members and our services. In no particular order, as all are equally important to 
our work, the five core values are: Open Communication, Teamwork and Community, Embracing Diversity, 
Data-Informed Learning, and Innovation.

As the Technical Assistance (TA) vendor for Indiana’s Family and Social Services Administration Office of Early Childhood 
and Out-of-School Learning, Shine Early Learning and SPARK Learning Lab aim to build upon Indiana’s culture of 
continuous quality improvement, empower pedagogical and business early childhood education and care program 
leaders, implement a system of equitable and differentiated coaching supports varying in intensity and frequency, and 
create an on-demand repository of high-quality training, resources, and peer learning opportunities. With the 
potential to work with 5,500 known programs in the state of Indiana, SPARK can impact the lives of 
113,000 Hoosier children.

What is SPARK Learning Lab?



SPARK Learning Lab brings together the expertise of local, state, and national organizations into a program-driven 
quality improvement support system. By engaging subject matter experts, we are able to accelerate the impact of SPARK’s 
services and provide programs with the tools and knowledge they need to improve outcomes for Indiana’s children and 
families.

Who is SPARK Learning Lab?    



Early Childhood Education and Care Programs
SPARK Learning Lab relies on the expertise of the early childhood education and care workforce in Indiana to create a responsive technical assistance 
system that truly supports the early childhood education and care programs in the areas where they need it most and is provided in a way that is accessible 
and effective. The workforce is SPARK Learning Lab’s first priority.

Shine Early Learning
Shine Early Learning develops early learning programs that deliver positive results for children, families, and communities from coast to coast. Shine offers 
resources and a programmatic approach to help early childhood education and care programs reach their own ambitious goals. SPARK Learning Lab 
brings Shine’s wealth of expertise in producing high-quality resources and their menu of learning opportunities to early childhood education and care 
programs in Indiana. Shine Early Learning directly employs Content Specialists each with their own area of expertise, Coaches that support cohorts of 
programs, Coaches that support programs on an individual basis, and Coordinators who support programs that are in need of assistance of any kind.

Geminus Corporation and Erikson Institute
Geminus Corporation and the Erikson Institute, have comparably extensive experience providing technical assistance with a specific focus on family child 
care. Geminus is one of few agencies in the country and the only organization in Indiana to be a direct service provider, a Child and Adult Care Food 
Program (CACFP) sponsor, a child care subsidy hub, a Child Care Resource and Referral agency, and a technical assistance provider, ensuring that its staff 
is well-versed in every aspect of child care operations. Geminus directly employs the SPARK Learning Lab Family Child Care Coaches that support both 
cohorts of programs and individual programs, as well as lend their expertise to the development of training, resources, and peer learning opportunities that 
are specific to family child care. Geminus also brings to the SPARK Learning Lab ecosystem the higher education expertise of Erikson Institute.

Erikson Institute is the nation’s leading provider of graduate-level early childhood education, and through Town Square (www.townsquarein.org), it has 
created a content-rich portal specifically to address the unique professional development needs of providers running family child care programs. In 
collaboration with Geminus, Erikson Institute develops and deploys training, resources, and peer learning opportunities that are specific to family child care 
using Town Square.

Engaging Solutions of Indiana
A management consulting firm with extensive experience managing customer-focused call centers, Engaging Solutions manages SPARK Learning Lab’s 
Help Desk. With a goal of resolving all customer questions, concerns, and issues, the SPARK Learning Lab Help Desk directs providers to appropriate 
resources and provides critical project performance and customer satisfaction data over the life of this project.

Transform Consulting Group
Transform Consulting Group (TCG) is an Indiana-based strategic and data-driven consulting firm focused on serving governmental, nonprofit, education, 
and community entities with a specialty in early childhood education and care. TCG helps advance SPARK’s mission by providing expertise in stakeholder 
engagement, communications, and data collection, analysis, and visualization by employing SPARK’s Data Analyst, Communications Manager, and a 
Content Specialist with expertise in early childhood education and care business management and administration.

Briljent
Briljent is at the forefront of smart, innovative, and effective learning. Their deep expertise in adult learning, instructional design, and training delivery makes 
them the ideal partner in supporting SPARK Learning Lab’s digital professional development efforts. Briljent supports SPARK by packaging all of our Content 
Specialists’ expertise into high-quality materials for adult learners.
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SPARK Learning Lab brings together coaching, training, resources, and peer learning all under one roof. In our first year, SPARK created a centralized hub 
for technical assistance that focuses on building knowledge and improving the practices of the early childhood education and care workforce in Indiana. 
SPARK accomplishes this by utilizing interventions of varying intensities based on the needs of the programs’ pedagogical and/or business leaders. By 
supporting leaders in building their competency, Indiana will have higher quality programming for young learners that is self-sufficient and sustainable.

In the first quarter of SPARK Learning Lab’s work, we focused on our foundation. Our attention turned toward finding a strong, cohesive leadership team 
that would bring SPARK Learning Lab to life. Simultaneously, we communicated with Indiana’s early childhood education and care workforce the timeline 
by which SPARK would roll out our services and how the services may look different than what was previously provided. It was also extremely important 
to identify and convene our Regional Advisory Councils to guide the SPARK leadership team’s work. Foundational to SPARK work is the health, safety, and 
nutrition of our children, so SPARK started providing individualized coaching to programs identified as needing support in these areas by their Licensing 
Consultant.

What is the impact? 

October 2019

SPARK Leadership 
Team Onboarded

Individualized Coaching 
Begins

Local SPARK 
Learning Lab 
Informational 
Sessions

Regional Advisory 
Councils Begin

SPARK Team Hired 
and Onboarded

SPARK Launch Event

Tier 1 Services Begin

I-SAT Focus Groups Held

January 2020 April 2020



SPARK strategically prioritized the Indiana Self-Assessment Tool (I-SAT) in the second quarter. SPARK Learning Lab brought the four I-SATs to focus groups, 
gathering feedback and making revisions as recommended to ensure the assessments truly reflect the program types in Indiana. Once complete and ready, 
the I-SATs were piloted, leading to the implementation of our universal and targeted coaching supports.

The SPARK Learning Lab Help Desk came to life in quarter three to support all programs with answers to their inquiries, which became imperative as 
COVID-19 caused programs to consider their options. SPARK also began uploading COVID-19 resources to Indiana Learning Paths, convening Live 
Webinar training and peer learning opportunities, and launched Town Square Indiana for family child care programs.

Finally, our services went statewide in the fourth quarter as we continued to listen to feedback from our Hoosier early childhood education and care 
workforce and respond, refining our services and learning opportunities, as we will continue to do for years to come.

September 2020 

SPARK Team Develops more than 
75 COVID-19 Trainings, Learning Forums, 
and Resources

I-SAT Pilot

Help Desk Soft Launch

Paths to QUALITY™ 
Support Implementation 
Planning

Town Square Indiana Launches

SPARK Help Desk Statewide 
Implementation

My SPARK Learning Lab 
Integrated with State Platform

I-SAT and Coaching Services Available 
On Demand and Statewide

SPARK Feedback Tour

April 2020 July 2020



Supports for All
The foundation of SPARK Learning Lab’s supports are the universal learning opportunities that are available to all early 
childhood education and care professionals. These supports include coaching, training, resources, and peer learning
opportunities accessible in multiple avenues. This “no wrong door” philosophy ensures that early childhood education 
and care professionals can access the support they need when they need it without having to search.
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As program leaders struggled to make decisions regarding their businesses in 
the wake of COVID-19, SPARK Learning Lab sprung into action 
creating 66 resources to support program leaders in these uncertain times. 
On April 7, 2020, SPARK Learning Lab uploaded three resources in response 
to COVID-19 to Indiana’s learning management system, Indiana Learning 
Paths. SPARK Learning Lab is the first organization in Indiana to leverage the 
Resources area of that system, creating a centralized hub of research-based 
job aids, tools, and templates that are accessible to Indiana’s early childhood 
education and care workforce 24 hours per day. Downloaded a combined 
291 times, these three resources supported the learning and practices of more 
than 250 unique learners throughout Indiana.

Since then, SPARK has added more than 130 more high-quality, 
research-based resources to Indiana Learning Paths that have 
been downloaded nearly 5,000 times.

Preparing to re-open after our program’s 
COVID closure was daunting.  Just in time, 
SPARK created resources to help us navigate 
re-starting our program.  We even mentioned 
this on NAEYC Hello.  Thanks, SPARK.  The 
resources, such as the Health Screening Logs, 
and letter templates, helped us prepare for our 
re-start more quickly and efficiently.  We were 
able to re-allocate the time we saved by using 
SPARK’s on-line resources to direct care and 
services for the children in our program. 
- Martha Rae with a2z Academie

“

”

Resources
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Family child care (FCC) programs are an integral thread in the tapestry of Indiana’s mixed 
delivery early childhood education and care system and SPARK Learning Lab recognizes 
the unique challenges faced by our FCC programs. In response, with the expertise of our 
partners Geminus Corporation and Erikson Institute, SPARK brings a team of FCC Coaches 
with specific expertise in family child care and curates Town Square Indiana.

Town Square Indiana builds upon Indiana’s strong network of family child care programs 
and further connects them in an online learning community. Providing high-quality 
professional development in the form of training, tutorials, and resources specific to family 
child care, the SPARK partnership hopes to highlight the professionalism of family child 
care programs. In year one, SPARK spotlighted three family child care programs in 
Indiana by giving them the microphone to share their experiences, barriers, and successes 
during COVID-19. This video along with other videos and blogs can be found on Town 
Square Indiana today, giving a voice and recognition to the legitimacy and importance of 
family child care programs.

In collaboration with our partners at Erikson Institute, SPARK Learning Lab has also 
produced six new training opportunities specific to family child care 
programs. Survey data showed SPARK Learning Lab that 56% of FCC respondents 
were interested in more training on the topic of Learning Environments & Curriculum.  This 
led to the production of four one-hour modules on anti-bias materials in FCC environ-
ments,  developmentally appropriate materials, and two modules on the appropriate use 
of technology across developmental levels. In response to providers’ needs, Town Square 
created two training opportunities, Exploring Math with Preschoolers and Children are 
Born Mathematicians. This reflects the 2015 Higher Education Inventory produced by 
the Indiana Association for the Education of Young Children and University of California, 
Berkeley which demonstrated a gap of mathematics in Indiana’s early childhood teaching 
preparation program. SPARK Learning Lab has eight more training modules scheduled to 
be delivered by Town Square in year two. These will be based on provider needs 
identified by the I-SAT. 

In a survey of respondents who have used the training and resources available on Town 
Square Indiana, 43% agreed that SPARK Learning Lab has increased their awareness of 
ways to improve their programs. Simultaneously, almost half of Town Square users agreed 
they have applied new knowledge from SPARK Learning Lab to their practice.

Town Square Indiana



SPARK Learning Lab brings to Indiana a skills-based approach to learning that 
focuses on changing the practices of our participants. Offering learning 
experiences in multiple modalities, SPARK strives to meet the needs of all our adult 
learners and make learning accessible to every schedule.

In our first year, SPARK has provided practical training in person across the state 
of Indiana, via live webinars, and through on-demand courses that are available 
24 hours per day. In an effort to make the experience easier for early childhood 
education and care professionals, SPARK houses the promotion of and registration 
for all training opportunities in Indiana Learning Paths. This one-stop shop for the 
early childhood and care workforce’s professional development needs now boasts 
more than 20 on-demand offerings and has held more than 170 
training opportunities for 2,400 unique participants. With a goal to 
improve the practices of the early childhood education and care workforce, SPARK 
surveyed participants after training opportunities to find that 93% of respondents 
are confident or very confident that they could implement the skills learned in the 
training experience in their programs that day.

Training

93%93%
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of surveyed training participants 
said they are confident or very confident 
that they could implement the skills learned 
in the training experience in their programs 
immediately

20 39 178 2,463
NEW 

ON-DEMAND 
TRAININGS

UNIQUE
TRAININGS

LIVE 
WEBINARS AND 

FACE-T0-FACE
TRAININGS HELD

UNIQUE 
LEARNERS

Numbers to know:
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Developing a program-level assessment for Indiana early childhood education and care 
programs is not an easy undertaking. The goal is to have an assessment that is representative 
of Indiana’s strengths, Paths to QUALITY™, national accreditation, the competencies for the 
workforce, and be reflective of all program types. Shine Early Learning and SPARK Learning 
Lab took on the task by researching national and Indiana’s program quality indicators,
leveraging our deep expertise in program management, and gathering ideas and feedback 
from family child care, licensed center, registered ministry, and school-based leadership. The 
final product is the Indiana Self-Assessment Tool, also known as the I-SAT.

Piloted in March 2020 and made available to the entire state in July 2020, the I-SAT is a
rubric-based program-level assessment tool composed of seven) standards 
and nearly 50 quality items providing a comprehensive look at program quality. For 
each quality item, a continuum of specific practices creates a scope and sequence a 
program can utilize to make a plan to improve quality. The I-SAT allows program leaders to 
prioritize areas for development and SPARK Learning Lab to curate a set of services in 
support of that journey, including cohort and individualized coaching experiences.

To me, the I-SAT offers clarity on 
improving the quality of all of our 
programs, and completing the I-SAT 
opens the door to resources that pro-
grams need. I have found the staff of 
SPARK to be caring and informative; 
they listen and work hard to provide 
the resources we need.
- Ann Feldhaus, Easter Seals Milestones 
Child Development Center

Program Assessment “

”
I-SAT Submissions 
by Program Type

I-SAT Submissions 
by PTQ Level

I-SAT Submissions 
by Service Delivery Area

SDA 3

SDA 1

SDA 2
SDA 4

SDA 5

Level 3
Level 4

Not Enrolled
Level 2

Level 1

Unable to enroll

Center

Family Child Care

Ministry

Schools

40% 33%

34%

34%

29%

3%
3%8% 10%30%

13% 9%

22%

19% 14%
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The SPARK Learning Lab Help Desk is designed to get our early childhood education and care workforce the answers and resolution they need now, so they 
can remain focused on the children and families they serve. To do so, the highly trained SPARK Learning Lab Support Team answers calls, provides 
guidance, and performs live transfers to other SPARK team members or partners in the early childhood professional development system, so the caller does 
not need to hang up and call another number.

Calls to the Help Desk vary in topic. This year, 56.7% of calls were concerning Paths to QUALITY™ and were resolved by either our Help Desk Support 
Team or were transferred to a SPARK Learning Lab Coach for further assistance. SPARK understands that Indiana Learning Paths remains a challenge for 
some of Indiana’s early childhood education and care professionals with 22.6% of callers needing assistance with certificates and accessing the training 
and resources that they need. The Help Desk was able to resolve 99.5% of these issues either on the first call or by transferring the caller directly to our 
partner, the Indiana Learning Paths Support Center. SPARK has also heard loud and clear from early childhood education and care programs that they do 
not know which organization to call with which question. Nearly 25% of those who called the SPARK Learning Lab Help Desk needed assistance from one 
of our partners at a local Child Care Resource & Referral, Indiana Association for the Education of Young Children, or Early Learning Indiana. SPARK’s 
“no wrong door” protocols allow SPARK Support Team Members to transfer callers to the appropriate agency, so they can get the answers they need now.

Since launching in April 2020, the SPARK Learning Lab Help Desk has tripled the number of calls it receives each week while keeping average hold times 
for providers to under a minute. We have also reduced the average amount of time it takes to serve each provider from 19 to 14 
minutes, adding five more minutes to spend with children and families, all while maintaining an 87% customer satisfaction rating.

”

SPARK Help Desk

1,213967 87%
CALLS

SERVED
UNIQUE
CALLERS

CALLER 
SATISFACTION 

RATING

Numbers to know:

649
UNIQUE

PROGRAMS
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The SPARK Learning Lab’s targeted coaching experiences embody the Shine Early Learning philosophy and methodology for professional development 
which focuses on building the competency of pedagogical and business leaders and, in turn, increasing the quality of children’s and families’ experiences in 
the early childhood education and care program.

Developed from the Acelero Learning model, SPARK Learning Lab’s coaching cycle validates responses from the program’s completed I-SAT, assessing 
knowledge and skill, to inform the development of a mutually agreed upon program development plan that includes a SMART goal and action plan for 
success. The program leader, with the SPARK Coach’s support, then engages in a practice, observation, and reflection & feedback mini cycle in an effort 
to improve overall practice. The program leaders then evaluate the plan and goal for effectiveness with the SPARK Coach before assessing progress and 
making any necessary revisions.  

Coaching experiences are not required for all quality improvement efforts. Many programs only need to access the universal supports offered by SPARK 
Learning Lab to improve the quality of their programming. Coaching experiences are offered to programs based on I-SAT responses indicating the 
program’s area and level of need. It is then the program’s choice whether or not to accept the coaching experience service or start the journey on their own.

In the first six months, 22 programs participated in targeted coaching experiences with SPARK’s expert Coaches in areas such as accreditation support; 
Child and Youth Growth and Development; COVID-19 response; Learning Environments and Curriculum; Health, Safety, and Nutrition; and Paths to 
QUALITY™ support.

The coaches were very friendly, 
encouraging, knowledgeable, and 
understanding of the challenges 
we faced due to my health last 
fall/winter and the pandemic.
- Year One Survey Respondent with 

Trinity Learning Ministry

Targeted Coaching

“
”
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The 
SPARK 

Coaching 
Cycle

Shared Goal Setting
& Planning

Assessment

Evaluation

Practice

ObservationReflection &
Feedback
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For some areas of program improvement, leaders may want more individualized and intensive coaching to 
improve their practices and those within their program. In response, SPARK offers up to nine months of coaching 
interventions which can be provided virtually or on-site in the program. Individualized coaching experiences 
support the program leaders in achieving their identified goals and improving their practices and may include 
in-classroom coaching.

At SPARK Learning Lab, a child’s health, safety, and nutrition is our number one priority, and we believe that 
when these are jeopardized, intensive intervention is needed. In partnership with the Office of Early Childhood 
and Out-of-School Learning and expertise of their Licensing Consultants, SPARK provided individualized 
coaching experiences to programs needing assistance in these areas. Since October 2019, SPARK has received 
21 referrals to support health, safety, and nutrition programming, ensuring that all children are ready to learn.

Individualized coaching experiences are agreed upon between program leaders and SPARK on an ongoing, 
as needed basis. The dosage and intensity of individualized coaching experiences are customizable to meet the 
needs of the program. In our first year, 46 programs have agreed that individualized coaching is 
right for them and their program. 

Individualized Coaching Experiences

SPARK Learning Lab believes strongly in the expertise within Indiana’s early childhood education and care 
programs and realizes when trying something new, program leaders need peer support wrapped around 
SPARK’s universal training and resources. For this reason, SPARK introduced a group coaching intervention in 
year one that brings together ten or fewer program leaders with similar quality improvement goals with a SPARK 
Coach in SPARK’s virtual coaching environment, TORSH Talent. The virtual coaching environment provides a 
platform for program leaders to come together through video conferences, uploading documents, pictures, and 
videos via the TORSH Talent App that members of the group can review and comment on in real-time or when 
they have time.

SPARK designed group coaching experiences to be flexible and meet the needs of program leaders. This support 
service is up to three months long and is flexible to meet as often as needed and at whatever time of day the 
group chooses. SPARK’s first coaching groups took place July-September of 2020 during which 
time 16 programs participated. Program development supports were offered in the areas of program 
evaluation, strategic planning, Paths to QUALITY™ , and accreditation support.

Group Coaching Experiences Group Coaching Experiences 
by Program Type

Individualized
Coaching Experiences 
by Program Type

Center

Family Child Care
Ministry

Center

Family Child Care

Ministry

Schools



Your voice. Your support.
SPARK Learning Lab believes strongly in building and implementing a responsive technical assistance system that meets 
Hoosier early childhood education and care professionals where they are and supports them in the ways they need when 
they need it. In an effort to partner with early childhood education and care programs, SPARK has deployed surveys, held 
in-person informational sessions, provided feedback opportunities, conducted focus groups, and created and convened 
regional advisory councils. All-in-all, SPARK Learning Lab has engaged more than 1,500 early childhood education and 
care professionals and others working on behalf of children in a feedback loop to improve SPARK services.
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The SPARK Regional Advisory Councils (RAC) give a voice to the early 
childhood field across the state and encourage the development of a 
program-driven system. The RACs allow the field to strategically advise and collaborate 
on the technical assistance supports and approaches delivered by SPARK Learning Lab.

Each of the five service delivery areas has a RAC with 10-15 members, who represent the 
interests of providers in their community and who provide strategic recommendations to SPARK 
Learning Lab. Members were selected through an application process at the beginning of year 
one. SPARK leadership reviewed the applications using a scoring rubric and sought to ensure 
members were representative of each region, including geographic distribution, program type 
representation, and quality recognition. Members include teachers and directors from a variety 
of program types and quality levels, representatives from early childhood education system 
partners (Early Learning Indiana, INAEYC, CCR&Rs), and community leaders working in the 
early childhood education sector.

Throughout the past year, the RACs have provided feedback and recommendations on a 
variety of implementation activities and services. They were instrumental in supporting 
SPARK through the process of building the SPARK brand, increasing 
awareness, and ensuring the support meets the needs of programs. RAC 
members also helped to refine and strengthen the RAC structure itself, by making 
recommendations about membership onboarding, meeting structure, and council procedures. 
One particular highlight occurred in the final quarter of year one. RAC members throughout the 
state raised their voices regarding barriers to participating in the required Universal Precautions 
training due to COVID-19. Working with partners at the Office of Early Childhood and Out-of-
School Learning, SPARK is bringing an on-demand Universal Precautions training to Indiana 
Learning Paths in the first quarter of program year two.

“
”

I am thankful as part of RAC 1 to be 
able to be heard. It is proactive to 
round-table ideas and
discuss items. Looking forward to 
making great strides this year!
- Jeannine Hornback, Little U Academy

Regional Advisory Councils
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Just as COVID-19 changed the way early childhood education and care programs provide services, it changed how we learn. In an attempt to respond 
to the new needs of the field and ascertain what these needs are, SPARK Learning Lab distributed a survey to all program leaders throughout the state. The 
survey had 388 responses which represented a 7% response rate. Licensed Homes made up the largest portion of survey respondents accounting for 62% 
of respondents, followed by Licensed Centers (17%), and Ministry or Faith-Based programs (15%).

”

In response to the survey data, 
SPARK increased the number of 
live webinar learning 
opportunities and deployed 15 
new on-demand training 
courses, including two 
specifically for family child care 
in the areas of learning 
environments and curriculum, 
while decreasing the number of 
in-person or face-to-face training 
opportunities available 
regionally as interest in the wake 
of COVID-19 seemed to fade. 

Training Needs Survey

Putting Data 
into Action

Live webinar was the most 
requested training method 
with 69% of respondents 
indicating they preferred live 
webinars followed by face 
to face and asynchronous 
training.

The three preferred times to 
join live webinar 
training were weekday 
afternoon, Saturday 
morning, and weekday 
morning. 
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Throughout year one, SPARK Learning Lab leaders hit the road to provide local in-person 
opportunities for Indiana’s early childhood education field to learn about the support available 
and provide SPARK greater insight into their needs.

October through December of 2019, SPARK traveled with the Office of Early Childhood and 
Out-of-School Learning to eight locations, describing SPARK’s services and role in the new 
technical assistance system to many participants that became early adopters of SPARK’s 
services and participants in our focus groups.

As year one drew to an end, SPARK Learning Lab planned and promoted a feedback tour 
to hear the voices of both those who had used SPARK’s services and those who had not. Ten 
events were held, engaging 115 professionals, partners, and stakeholders. 
Participants joined in-person, following strict COVID-19 safety protocols, or via Facebook Live. 
To extend the reach and provide greater access to the opportunity, SPARK also distributed a 
comprehensive survey to more than 5,000 program leaders.

Based on the survey results, more than half of the respondents are satisfied with the overall
services that SPARK Learning Lab offers. Licensed and unlicensed family child care programs 
account for the largest number of survey respondents, at 27%. Their top three most used services 
are training and webinars, the SPARK Learning Lab Help Desk, and the I-SAT. Fittingly, licensed 
and unlicensed family child care homes also have the highest utilization rate of Town Square.

For early childhood education and care programs that completed the I-SAT and used other 
services, over three quarters (78%) agreed that their program has been 
positively impacted by SPARK Learning Lab in various ways. Licensed child care 
centers have the highest rate of utilizing the I-SAT, followed by licensed and unlicensed 
family child care programs and registered ministries. Specifically, programs agreed they have 
increased their awareness of ways to improve their programs, increased their knowledge on 
best practices, applied new knowledge to practice, improved program quality, and increased 
collaboration and connections. Of these programs, up to 93% of them have visited the SPARK 
website, and 75% of them found information on training to be most helpful. They were also 
more likely to follow SPARK on social media than the overall group; 46% of them follow SPARK. 
Based on their comments and feedback, SPARK knows that they would love to see more training 
information and professional development opportunities which aligns well with what they have 
been looking for on SPARK website, which is training information.

Informational Sessions & Feedback



What have we learned?
At Shine Early Learning and SPARK Learning Lab, we live our core values of data-informed learning and innovation by remaining 
current in the most recent research from across the early childhood education field and allowing that body of work to guide our 
strategy and inform our practice. This section offers insights from our understanding of professional development and technical 
assistance and recommended applications for SPARK Learning Lab.
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Anti-Bias Education Equity Technology & Media Back to School

Coping with COVID-19Dual Language LearnersFamily 
Engagement

Coping with Stress and 
Violence

Developmentally Appropriate 
Practice (DAP)

Guidance & Challenging 
Behaviors

Social Emotional
Development

COVID-19 has not only changed the provision of early learning services to children and families, but also how technical assistance systems provide services 
to the early childhood education and care workforce. In April, the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence in collaboration with Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning released an article that compared two similar surveys, one from 2017 and one from the end of March 2020, that asked 
teachers nationwide to describe how they feel about their work. In 2017, the most used descriptors were frustrated, overwhelmed, stressed, tired, and happy. 
In 2020, as many towns and schools across the nation were shutting down, the most used descriptors were anxious, fearful, worried, overwhelmed, and 
sad. If we compound this with a report written by the National Institute of Early Education Research (NIEER) in collaboration with Rutgers University that 
showed 31 states included early learning in their COVID-19 reopening plan, but none of the states mentioned professional development and mental health 
support for early learning teachers, we see that the need for early learning professional and emotional support is a necessity. Much the same, we see from 
Harvard’s Center on the Developing Child and a report by the Alliance for Early Success that our leaders and educators not only need attention on their 
own emotional health, but need professional development regarding the social, emotional, and mental health of the children they serve and 
understanding the symptoms of the trauma due to COVID-19. In states and systems where the professional development of early educators is prioritized, 
these groups wrestle with providing the appropriate intensity and dosage of technical assistance in a largely virtual or hybrid environment, which often 
requires training on how to use technology and capture authentic assessment artifacts.

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) is the membership association for the early 
childhood education and care workforce. NAEYC looked at national trends and identified the following topics for 
professional development, which include social-emotional health and wellness, understanding technology and the 
digital environment, and the equitable learning opportunities:

Using Research to Inform Practice



Business practices and funding needs, especially due to COVID-19
Licensing, Paths to QUALITY™, and national accreditation support 
Education and training qualifications, including obtaining and renewing the CDA credential
Recruitment and retention of workforce, including locating qualified staff
Supporting challenging behaviors

Through our outreach and survey efforts, as well as data from completed I-SATs, training requests, and targeted 
coaching plans, SPARK Learning Lab has identified the following common technical assistance needs and trends:

The following needs will also inform the work of SPARK Learning Lab moving forward:

Additional Spanish resources and classes
Peer-to-peer coaching
Training access (on-demand, live webinar, and in-person or face-to-face)

SPARK Learning Lab is well-positioned to support early childhood education and care professionals in the needs that they have both in the program and 
virtually. SPARK has stood up resources that support program leaders in practicing within the virtual coaching environment. The TORSH platform provides 
easy documentation of authentic interactions and engagements in the classroom. Teachers are able to capture these moments using accessible technology 
that most professionals already have in their pockets, utilizing features that they use regularly like a cell phone camera and apps.

To support the health and wellness of our workforce and the children and families they serve, SPARK continues to develop partnerships with national, state, 
and local entities to bring the most relevant information and practices to Indiana. In the first quarter of year two, SPARK is hosting multiple events with 
Mental Health of America and promoting the Infant-Toddler Mental Health credential which offers reflective supervision, peer learning opportunities, and a 
nationally recognized credential for those working directly with infants and toddlers. We are continuing partnerships with the Indiana State Department of 
Health, University of North Carolina, and Nemours Health Network, specifically providing training and coaching targeted to nutrition and physical activity 
in a COVID-19 society and the impact on childhood obesity.

SPARK Learning Lab is also taking recommendations for revisions on the business practice quality items found in the I-SAT to ensure it truly reflects the needs 
of program leaders. Shine Early Learning and the Office of Early Childhood and Out-of-School Learning are also participating in the national ECE Business 
Collaboratory which brings together 19 states to map, analyze, plan, and implement unique solutions to the early childhood business conundrum that many 
of Indiana’s programs are experiencing.

SPARK understands the power of recognition and its impact on health and wellness, so we are developing Paths to QUALITYTM coaching groups for 
programs wanting to be recognized for higher levels of quality, including assistance with Level 4 and national accreditation. In an effort to recognize and 
retain quality professionals in our workforce and increase the quality of education, SPARK will continue to collaborate with our partners to develop 
opportunities and promotional items that highlight higher education and career advancement.



While planning and implementing, SPARK Learning Lab has learned so much from Hoosier early childhood education 
and care programs. We understand that to best support Indiana’s programs, the early childhood education and care 
workforce must first know who SPARK is and how to access the support needed. SPARK Learning Lab’s goal for year two 
is to exceed expectations in supporting Indiana’s early childhood education and care programs to be safer and higher 
quality. To do so, SPARK will build upon the work from year one, meet programs where they are, develop and deploy 
professional development that is responsive to their needs, and vary our communication methods. In other words, we will 
work to have a wider reach and a deeper impact.

Year 2: 
Wider reach, deeper impact.



Through SPARK’s outreach events and surveys, the early childhood education and care workforce has told SPARK that they want to know more about who 
SPARK is, what SPARK does, and how to access the services. To understand better how to best reach the workforce, SPARK inquired about the preferred 
methods of communication and the information that communication should contain to garner the greatest attention. The top 3 preferred communication 
methods shared by survey respondents were participating in educational events and activities hosted by SPARK, receiving mailings from SPARK, and 
receiving electronic newsletters more often. On the other hand, participants from all feedback tours preferred receiving electronic newsletters more often, 
receiving calls from SPARK telling about the services, and receiving mailings from SPARK. The data also tells SPARK that there is currently momentum 
building to be capitalized on, as 50% of respondents had used a SPARK service in the last month and, of those, 98% have gone on to use more than one 
service. Finally, SPARK wants to recognize the power of word-of-mouth marketing in the early childhood education field (26% of respondents heard about 
SPARK from a colleague or community partner) by maximizing the 30% of survey respondents and 72% of tour attendees who would recommend SPARK.

In response, SPARK is implementing a mailing campaign in the first quarter of the 2020-2021 program year, sending five separate postcards to all known 
early childhood education and care programs throughout the state of Indiana that describe SPARK’s services and how to access them, including many that 
respondents would find more interesting. SPARK Coaches also mounted a successful calling campaign in the last quarter of year one which is set to be 
replicated strategically throughout year two. It is also our intent to cultivate strategic partnerships with local county coalitions and community agencies that 
have a vested interest in supporting the early childhood industry. We will examine how we can come alongside their efforts to educate and support.

To assist the early childhood education and care workforce in locating training, resources, and other services that 
may benefit them and encourage further and future use, SPARK is exploring targeted outreach opportunities that 
highlight training, resources, and other services that a professional might find interest in based on their previous 
engagements. SPARK is also leveraging a “Favorite” feature that allows professionals to save a training, 
resource, or other service of interest to their account for easy access. This type of feature is already available
on SPARK’s Town Square Indiana website.

To widen our reach in year two, SPARK is developing a recognition program for those who indicate that 
they would promote SPARK Learning Lab’s services. We will provide them the collateral and language 
to do so and teach them to become advocates for SPARK within their networks. This tactic 
optimizes the power of word-of-mouth in our field and spreads the word about SPARK’s 
services through established, trusted relationships.  
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Wider Reach

Year 2: 
Wider reach, deeper impact.



The key to unlocking SPARK’s services and supports is the Indiana Self-Assessment Tool or I-SAT. As described earlier in this report, responses to the I-SAT 
provides Hooiser early childhood education and care program leaders with curated set of services that are specific to the program leaders’ chosen area 
of improvement and attaining their quality improvement goal. SPARK has learned that for the I-SAT to be effective, it must be user-friendly, accessible, 
and reflective of program leaders’ needs. Currently, I-SAT satisfaction data show that 84% of respondents felt SPARK made the I-SAT experience easy 
and 81% were satisfied, but only 56% would recommend the I-SAT experience to their colleagues.  

In year two, SPARK is launching My SPARK Learning Lab as an enhancement to the Indiana Licensing Education and Access Depot (I-LEAD), the portal used 
for child care licensing compliance. My SPARK Learning Lab is the new home of a less cumbersome, desktop- and mobile-friendly version of the I-SAT that 
provides early childhood education and care program leaders faster access to the areas of program quality most relevant to them and a more
customizable experience. To support the adoption of My SPARK Learning Lab and create a more intuitive I-SAT experience, SPARK will offer I-SAT Support 
Sessions throughout year two. These sessions will orient participants to My SPARK Learning Lab and pair them with a SPARK Coach or Specialist while com-
pleting the I-SAT, who can respond to any technical issues or content questions.

My SPARK Learning Lab also reinforces SPARK’s “no wrong door” philosophy by housing all of SPARK’s universal resources and 
training topics. This allows professionals to utilize dynamic search features to locate and download any universal resource in the SPARK Knowledge 
Center for quicker adoption and implementation of best practices in their program. In future enhancements, the integration of SPARK’s Knowledge Center 
and the I-SAT will provide Indiana’s early childhood education and care program leaders faster access to the services that can support their quality 
improvement journey.
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Deeper Impact



 

Maintaining the percentage of each program type that was enrolled in Paths to 
QUALITY™ at the beginning of our program year.

Increasing the number of programs recognized at a higher level of Paths to QUALITY™ 
than the previous program year by 5%.

Supporting programs with identified health and safety issues, as cited by the state’s 
regulatory body, with individualized coaching and training to sustain improved practices.

Decreasing the overall number of Safe Sleep violations that could lead to financial 
penalty for the program, as cited by the state’s regulatory body.

Promoting degree, credential, and certificate options for the early childhood education 
and care workforce, to increase the education and improve the practices of those closest 
to children and families.
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Objectives
In year two, SPARK’s primary objective is to support programs in creating 
or maintaining safe, healthy, and quality programming and environments. 

Our markers of success include:



@indiana_spark @indiana_spark@indianasparklearninglab
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