
1 

Expanding School Readiness to Rural States with Poor Preschool Access 

The UPSTART Great Plains TASK Force: Taking All to Success in Kindergarten 

A. SIGNIFICANCE 

This Education Innovation and Research Expansion Grant proposal forms the UPSTART 

Great Plains TASK Force, a consortium of local education agencies (LEAs), state education 

agencies (SEAs), and nonprofit education leaders dedicated to Taking All to Success in 

Kindergarten. In Idaho, Wyoming, Montana, North Dakota, and South Dakota, 95% of LEAs 

qualify as “rural” as defined in the Expansion grant notice, while more than half (59%) are 

“Rural, Remote.” Bucking national trends for expanding state preschool programs, these 

contiguous states comprise five of the seven states nationally that do not offer a state-funded 

preschool program (Friedman-Krauss, et al., 2018). Pre-requisite inputs like transportation, 

qualified teacher workforce, and facilities are particularly expensive in distant and remote rural 

areas. As a result, high-quality center-based preschools in these states can be prohibitively 

expensive for statewide implementation. Furthermore, existing programs are both geographically 

and financially impractical for many rural families, especially when participating at their own 

expense. The Waterford UPSTART program offers an innovative capacity-building model for 

helping rural state educational agencies (SEAs), local education agencies (LEAs), and families 

overcome these barriers to early learning supports.  

Supported by “strong” Randomized Controlled Trial evidence of efficacy, as well as 

What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) recommendations for early literacy instruction, the 

UPSTART program has proven to cost-effectively scale in rural geographies, while driving 

sizable significant gains in school readiness. By scaling this model across the expansive, rugged, 

rural geography of the TASK Force states, this project serves a significant population of their 
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most vulnerable, high needs, and difficult-to-support young learners, while expanding the range 

of early childhood learning options for rural school districts.  

1. Severity of the Problem to be Addressed by Waterford UPSTART 

Waterford Institute is a nonprofit research organization, dedicated to solving the problem 

of social inequity through education. Significantly, research traces this inequity back to early 

childhood (Hart & Risley, 1995; Phillips, et al., 2017). Experts call the early childhood period 

between pre-kindergarten and third grade “the tipping point” (Atchison & Diffey, 2018)—the 

most opportune time to eradicate early achievement gaps. Over time, those gaps not only widen 

but also harden, resisting intervention and suffocating each child’s potential in a downward spiral 

of struggle and failure. If children struggle to read at grade level at the end of third grade, they 

are four times more likely to drop out of high school; add poverty to this achievement gap and 

dropout rates multiply by 13 times (Atchison & Diffey, 2018). Preschool programs have shown 

great promise in reversing this trend and helping young, disadvantaged children succeed 

(Phillips, et al., 2017).  

However, despite a 300% increase in state spending on pre-K since 2002 (Barnett, et al., 

2017), our most vulnerable young children still do not have equal access to school readiness 

supports. In fact, more than 2.5 million 4-year-old children lack access to publicly funded 

preschool. This access gap is especially devastating for rural children who are among the most 

underserved and difficult to serve populations. According to the U.S. Department of Education, 

only half of children in rural areas have access to public or private “center-based preschools” 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Since 23 states now have more than half of their rural 

populations living in poverty (up from 16 states in 2013), the impact of this access gap is 

exacerbated (Showalter, Klein, Johnson, & Hartman, 2017). Thus, it is no surprise that children 
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in rural areas present at kindergarten with lower levels of school readiness than their peers along 

the urban-rural continuum. On measures of reading and math, “rural children lag about 2–3 

points (or .20 of a standard deviation (SD)) behind children living in small urban and suburban 

areas” (Miller & Votruba-Drzal, 2013, p. 240). This phenomenon is a likely explanation for why 

rural kindergarten children are 60% more likely to be placed in special education (Grace, et al., 

2006). Because rural schools have more difficulty finding and retaining highly qualified special 

education teachers, this higher referral rate is problematic not only for rural families but for rural 

schools, which already receive just 17% of state education funding, despite educating a quarter 

of the country’s children (Showalter, et al., 2017). 

Predominant rural conditions—lower property values, smaller tax base, less educated 

citizens, larger families, limited access to educational programs, and lower expectations for 

academic achievement—influence state, school, and family investments in educational services 

and supports. In rural America, these investments have not typically prioritized early childhood 

education (Miller & Votruba-Drzal, 2013; Showalter, et al., 2017). These conditions characterize 

rural states and locales nationwide. While keeping available revenue and cost issues in mind, this 

rurality demands an approach tailored to increase options and build capacity, supporting young 

learners as a long-term, sustainable force in building thriving rural families, schools, and 

communities across the country. 

2. National Significance of the Waterford UPSTART Project.  

The UPSTART Great Plains TASK Force seeks to leverage innovation with evidence to 

both overcome barriers to rural student achievement and develop sustainable models for scaling 

across rural communities nationwide. With 30% of American students living in fringe, distant, 

and remote town and rural areas, the scarcity of early childhood supports in these locales attacks 
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the very foundation of our national progress and achievements (National Center for Education 

Statistics [NCES], 2013). Nobel Laureate James Heckman’s groundbreaking study, “The 

Lifecycle Benefits of an Influential Early Childhood Program,” found that high quality birth-to-

five programs for disadvantaged children can deliver a 13.7% per child, per year return on 

investment. Long-term outcomes for children include reduced crime, reduced special education 

costs, higher educational attainment, and healthier lives, while mothers gain more education, 

work experience, and higher wages (Garcia, Heckman, Leaf, & Prados, 2017). These varied 

gains are essential to eroding intergenerational and community poverty and achieving equity. 

The TASK Force scales a proven logic model (see Section D, Figure 5, p. 48) that 

leverages UPSTART’s innovative blend of adaptive, personalized early learning software within 

a developmentally appropriate usage model that helps families learn to monitor family screen 

time and use technology for educational, prosocial purposes. UPSTART builds capacity for 

parental engagement with parent training and ongoing, personalized coaching offered remotely 

and in-person in participants’ districts and communities. These supports help parents improve the 

home literacy environment and understand the importance of early learning to their child’s future 

learning success. This capacity building approach extends to LEA and SEA partners, providing 

rural TASK Force superintendents with scholarships to participate in The School 

Superintendents Association (AASA) Early Learning Rural Cohort. As confirmed in the AASA 

Letter of Support (Appendix C), rural superintendents learn not only through explicit and expert 

training, but through the ongoing superintendent conversation, study, and collaboration that is 

the backbone of the Early Learning Rural Cohort experience. TASK Force superintendents will 

form a critical nucleus of the Rural Cohort. As they participate, they will gain experience that 

enables them to better articulate the importance of early education in their own district and 
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community as they seek collaboration and supports from local pediatricians and health 

organizations, libraries, community-based clubs, faith-based organizations, and philanthropic 

organizations. Over time, this improved early education leadership, combined with families who 

understand the importance of early learning, can have a transformative effect for school 

readiness and early childhood outcomes in these rural communities and states.  

The UPSTART model is also supported by the National Rural Education Association 

(NREA), the national Rural School and Community Trust (RSCT), and Technology & 

Innovation in Education (TIE) (see Letters of Support in Appendix C), three nonprofit education 

leaders that recognize the dearth of current early childhood education services for rural children. 

3. Waterford UPSTART: An Exceptional Approach to the Priorities for Strong Evidence, 

Field-Initiated Innovations, Personalized Learning, and Early Learning 

The Waterford UPSTART program attacks the rural achievement gap, offering a cost-

effective, scalable early childhood intervention, proven by randomized controlled trial study to 

drive significant and positive gains in school readiness for young children in the year before 

kindergarten (Overby & Hobbs, 2016; Overby, Hobbs, & Thomas, 2017). As such, this proposal 

meets Absolute Priority 1 with Strong Evidence, Absolute Priority 2 for Field-Initiated 

Innovations, and both Invitational Priorities for Personalized Learning and Early Learning and 

Cognitive Development. To validate this alignment, this section begins with a program overview 

before proceeding to an explicit description of how the program meets each of these priorities. 

UPSTART Overview 

As noted by family engagement and early childhood experts, “Today’s young children 

who are using technology to learn and create while working with adults who can set good 

examples and guide them to new heights are receiving tremendous advantages” (Guernsey, 
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Clark, & Donohue, 2017, p. 20; emphasis added). This type of “tech-assisted but human-

powered” learning model (Guernsey, et al., 2017, p. 20) is central to the UPSTART program, 

which is proven to drive high family engagement, implementation fidelity, and school readiness. 

Simply stated, UPSTART is much more than just software. 

Specifically, UPSTART’s home-based early literacy learning model is a unique 

combination of highly individualized software and a successful support model that forms a 

partnership with parents. Participants are asked to use the reading software for just 15 minutes a 

day, 5 days a week. With a personalized, adaptive approach, the software engages children at 

their own pace and encourages language proficiency with interactive, context-rich, multicultural 

content. Each family receives personal, live support on a weekly basis from an assigned Personal 

Care Representative (PCR) in Waterford’s call center in Salt Lake City, Utah. Locally based 

program Liaisons also provide face-to-face implementation supports. They establish local 

partnerships, recruit families, conduct home visits, and hold multiple social learning events for 

the children throughout the year that help prepare them for their transition to kindergarten.  

Our proposed UPSTART Great Plains TASK Force implementation is modeled after our 

successful rural Utah i3 Validation Grant (2013, PR/Award # U411B130020), where we 

successfully built community-based partnerships to scale UPSTART statewide by increasing 

service to Utah’s 18 most rural districts. Having served over 45,000 children statewide, 

Waterford UPSTART flexibly scales with high-fidelity and consistent results, including in the 

most rural parts of the state, where population density can be one person per square mile. Key 

program elements include: 

• Recruitment: Waterford works with SEAs, locally based program Liaisons, LEAs, and 

community partners to actively identify and recruit program participants. Like our i3 
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Grant “District Liaisons,” the program Liaisons may be district personnel, but they may 

well serve multiple contiguous districts, depending upon geography. 

• Educational technology: Chromebooks and internet access are provided to families with 

financial need, free of charge. As a participation incentive, families get to keep the 

Chromebook if they meet program participation requirements. 

• Adaptive literacy software: Comprehensive, adaptive reading software and 

supplemental activities in math and science are aligned to state early childhood 

development standards, NAEYC Early Childhood Program Standards, and the Head Start 

Early Learning Outcomes Framework. Full correlations are available at 

http://help.waterford.org/resources/. 

• Training: Face-to-face trainings for parents are provided (in English or Spanish) to 

develop program understanding, buy-in, and ongoing collaboration and engagement. 

• Family engagement: Waterford Personal Care Representatives (PCRs) and local 

program Liaisons monitor children’s program usage and provide reports, motivation, and 

coaching for families, using a mix of live and technology-mediated strategies. 

• Assessment: Waterford administers a pre- and post-assessment, as well as ongoing 

formative assessment to document growth and optimize implementation. 

• Reports: Waterford reports results to stakeholders. 

• Evaluation: Waterford works with external evaluators to support their work, 

emphasizing rigorous assessment standards to measure a variety of outcomes. 

More specifically, the UPSTART program uses two evidence-based software programs 

developed by the Waterford Institute: 

http://help.waterford.org/resources/
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• Waterford Early Learning – this comprehensive, adaptive, and interactive reading, 

math, and science curriculum includes 2,500+ lessons; 7,000+ activities; 360 digital 

books; 330 animated songs; and 450+ instructional hours, supporting state and national 

standards for early learning and pre-K–2. (See Appendix 2: Section 2, Skills Taught.) 

• Waterford Assessment of Core Skills (WACS) – this adaptive, computer-administered 

assessment gives an accurate indication of each child’s reading readiness and 

competence. A hallmark of the software is its easily understood reports, which receive 

high marks from parents (see parental satisfaction scores in Appendix G: Section 1). 

Family Engagement. UPSTART’s responsive family engagement model utilizes a “tech 

assisted but human-powered” approach (Guernsey, et al., 2017, p. 20), with a mix of support 

strategies—telephone, text, training, and email to name only four—from PCRs in the UPSTART 

User Support Center and in-person supports from a locally based program Liaison. Within the 

Support Center, PCRs are assigned families based on the family’s home language. They then 

establish communication and support lines with their participants. Locally based program 

Liaisons are also assigned families, for the most part by geography, and collaborate with the 

PCRs to review weekly reports, monitor progress, and determine a customized support plan for 

each family. Liaisons and PCRs easily collaborate and track activities using UPSTART’s custom 

Salesforce support platform, which automates the development of custom plans for each family, 

tracks and schedules support activities, and produces reports to ensure continual progress 

monitoring and program optimization. More specifically, each customized family support plan 

includes a mix of proactive PCR communications in the family’s native language and in-person 

supports from program Liaisons, such as home visits, social learning activities, and connections 

to school and community-based resources. The frequency and intensity of these interactions flex 
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