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LETTER FROM JESSIE RASMUSSEN

Dear Buffett Early Childhood
Fund Board Members,
The American people never have been more supportive of making wise—
and even big—investments in early learning, especially for the youngest children
growing up in families facing the toughest odds. At the same time, state and
federal policymakers appear determined to gut taxes and untie the safety net
of social programs that help these very families.
Our nation is at a crossroads.
For decades, highly credible findings from behavioral science, neuroscience,
economics, and other fields have built a compelling case for investing in highquality early learning. A December 2016 Atlantic article titled, “Why Doesn’t Public
School Start at Birth?” spotlights the most recent findings of James Heckman,
Ph.D. The Nobel Prize-winning economist notes investments in high-quality early
learning produce a range of multiple benefits—from improved social skills to greater
academic success to less crime and better health. Adding in the improved health
outcomes, Dr. Heckman calculates an impressive 13 percent rate of return,
a substantial increase from the previously calculated 7-10 percent rate.
Many effective programs, including Educare, are showing such strong benefits.
The national Educare evaluation has generated nine years of consistent findings:
Children who otherwise might start school one or two years behind their peers
leave Educare academically, socially, and emotionally prepared for Kindergarten.
Plus, initial results from a randomized control study, published in the February
2017 edition of Child Development, finds that Educare children after one year of
enrollment (at approximately age 2) have significantly higher English language
skills, fewer parent reports of problem behaviors, and more positive parent-child
interactions than children who do not attend Educare.
Based on the growing evidence from a variety of studies, federal and state
lawmakers have taken bold leaps in recent years to invest in early learning. In early
2016, momentum on the federal level began with President Barack Obama again
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voicing a strong commitment to early childhood education in his State of the Union
address. The next month, the U.S. House of Representatives’ Task Force on Poverty,
Opportunity, and Upward Mobility released a statement, which, in part, proposes
early childhood education as a policy reform option for breaking the cycle of
poverty and promoting upward mobility in America.
Later in the year, lawmakers reached
bipartisan agreement to increase support
for the handful of federally funded programs
that constitute some of the key “building
blocks” of early education in America (e.g.,
Head Start, Early Head Start, Child Care,
Preschool Development Grants, Early Head
Start-Child Care Partnership grants, etc.).
To further improve quality, advocates and
early childhood program leaders (including
the influential voice of Educare school
leaders across the country) provided
valuable input to update federal regulations
governing the $8.5 billion Head Start/Early
Head Start program and the $5.7 billion Child
Care program.
In the states, early childhood advocates
found themselves playing a lot of defense
while also scoring notable victories. The
passage of the School Readiness Tax Credit
Act will create two new state tax credits
in 2017 here in Nebraska; one for early
childhood programs and the other for
individual early childhood professionals. In Kansas, advocates fought off attempts to
abolish key funds for early education. Illinois never passed a comprehensive state
budget for fiscal years 2016 or 2017; but, the 2017 education budget increases an
innovative, birth-to-five Early Childhood Block Grant by $79 million. What’s more, the
percentage of these funds that must be spent on the earliest years of learning—for
infant-toddler programs—was increased to 25 percent. In California, lawmakers continued
to restore nearly $1 billion of early childhood investments lost during the recession.
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Along the way in 2016, House Speaker Paul Ryan conducted a study tour of
Educare Tulsa, where he witnessed first-hand what it takes to implement highquality programming. Plus, a special Dual Language Learners Event—co-sponsored
by the White House, Invest in US and Too Small to Fail—was held at the United Way
Center for Excellence/Educare Miami.
So, what does 2017 hold for the states? More of the same. With numerous states
facing sizeable revenue shortfalls in the coming year, executing an effective defensive
game will remain as important as executing an effective offensive game.
As we move into 2017, it’s important
to remember that progress on the
policy front doesn’t just “happen.”
It takes a lot of work by a lot of
champions. It also takes the support
of voters. First Five Years Fund’s

As we move into
2017, it’s important
to remember that
progress on the
policy front doesn’t
just “happen.”
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latest national polling shows, even in an angry and polarized election, 90 percent
of voters agree that Congress and the new President should work together to
make quality early education more accessible and affordable to low- and middleincome families. This includes 78 percent of President Donald Trump’s supporters.
Therefore, the question comes down to this: In this new political era, will such
progress be continued or reversed?
The good news is there is more than one road to quality and you can still find
common ground at a crossroads. The really good news—in Nebraska and across
America—is our grantees and partners are well-positioned to navigate the unpredictable, topsy-turvy landscape ahead.
I’m not saying it will be easy. I’m not saying they won’t encounter cul-de-sacs and
dead-ends. I’m not even saying they always will move forward. But, I have great
confidence in the entities we have helped to build.
With your steadfast support, our foundation has invested about $285 million since
our founding. As I described in last year’s letter, those investments are having a
major catalytic effect in our home state and across the country. In short, several of
these long-term initiatives—including Educare, First Five Years Fund, Alliance for
Early Success, First Five Nebraska, Dividends Nebraska (formerly, Nebraska Early
Childhood Business Roundtable), Harvard Center on the Developing Child,
Dr. Heckman’s work, the FPG Child Development Institute at the University of
North Carolina, and the new work underway through the Buffett Early Childhood
Institute at the University of Nebraska—are now viewed as linchpins of the early
childhood movement.
The progress they and other grantees are making shows these efforts need to be
maintained and fortified going forward. Our partners are ready.

Invest in
PRACTICE
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Scientific evidence and science-based arguments will continue to matter. We’ve
invested in the work of Dr. Jack Shonkoff since the beginning of our foundation.
His newer work at the Harvard Center on the Developing Child exploring
new frontiers, like Dr. Heckman’s
newer work at the University of
Chicago estimating the return-oninvestment related to health outcomes,
remains essential.
The Alliance for Early Success looks
forward to a year in which significant
decision-making and implementation in
policies will occur at the state level. The
Alliance will continue to focus efforts
on three main areas: health, early
learning and family support. On the
national level, First Five Years Fund has
issued a three-part policy framework to
help shape the work going forward:

It’s impossible to
overestimate the
impact Educare
has had—and
is having—in
our community
and throughout
Nebraska.

• Establish a continuum of high-quality
early learning and care (i.e., by
expanding support for home visiting, Early Head Start-Child Care Partnership
grants, Preschool Development grants, etc.);
• Address “cost” to improve access to high-quality early learning and care
(i.e., reaching bipartisan, long-term solutions to relieving budget constraints,
addressing the high cost of quality by implementing tax code reforms); and
• Build systems and promote program integration (i.e., by strengthening the
structure, organization, and efficiency of federal early childhood programs,
including coordinating programs for better service delivery.)

In the year ahead, we—and our partners at Ounce of Prevention Fund and each of
the 21 Educare schools—expect the Educare network will expand and, even more
importantly, the impact of the network will expand even further.
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Educare Long Beach will break ground in 2017 to become the first Educare in
Southern California, the second in the Golden State, and the 22nd Educare in
America when it opens next year. The work in Long Beach has been given a great
boost by a generous anonymous co-investor, who also is supporting the Omaha
Early Learning Centers.
In addition to Long Beach, our friends and colleagues at the George Kaiser Family
Foundation and Tulsa Public Schools will continue planning in this coming year
for a fourth Educare in Tulsa. With their new Educare expected to break ground
in 2018, the score on the Nebraska vs. Oklahoma rivalry will shift to Oklahoma-5
(four Educares in Tulsa plus one in Oklahoma City) to Nebraska-4 (two Educares
in Omaha plus one each in Lincoln and Winnebago). However, Omaha also will
be home to three Educare-inspired Early Learning Centers by then so this friendly
rivalry is far from settled.
Meanwhile, local partners across the country—in Flint, Detroit, Springfield,
Massachusetts, and elsewhere—continue to explore whether they can create
an Educare for their community’s children and families.
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ED UCAR E S C HO O L S
Arizona (Phoenix)
Atlanta
California at Silicon
Valley (San Jose)
Central Maine 		
(Waterville)
Chicago
Denver
Kansas City, KS
Lincoln, NE
Miami-Dade
Milwaukee
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New Orleans
Oklahoma City
Omaha at Indian Hill
Omaha at Kellom
Seattle
Tulsa at Hawthorne
Tulsa at 			
Kendall-Whittier
Tulsa at MacArthur
Washington, DC
West DuPage, IL
Winnebago, NE

LETTER FROM JESSIE RASMUSSEN

As the number of Educare schools
grows, the ability of the Educare
network to collectively boost
quality for thousands more young
children and families will grow
as well. In part, this is occurring
through specially designed
professional development
trainings based on Educare’s
best practices. Co-funded by the
Kellogg Foundation, our foundation
and others, these trainings focus
on four core topics—the four core
components of Educare’s effective
program: data utilization, highquality teaching practices, intensive
family engagement, and embedded
professional development.
In addition to these professional
development trainings, Buffett Early
Childhood Fund is using special
Acceleration Grants to support
teams from 19 Educare schools
in 16 communities to work together
in small clusters on eight innovative
projects. These projects explore
new ways to:
1.

Bridge the 30 million “word gap” (Kansas City, Tulsa, West DuPage);

2. Help key staff recognize that science matters and every child is a “scientist”
(Miami, Omaha, Seattle);
3. Use classroom teaching coaches more effectively (Arizona, Milwaukee, Denver, Maine);
4. Cultivate a broader cadre of parents who will serve as early learning champions
and “ambassadors” in their communities (Maine, Seattle);
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5. Develop a new tool to measure organizational
conditions that support or hinder the effective use
of data (Tulsa, Chicago, Oklahoma City);
6. Enhance social-emotional skills and executive
functioning among children, parents and teachers
(Omaha, Seattle, Lincoln, New Orleans, Winnebago);
7. Create a “TwoGeneration Learning
Laboratory” (Atlanta,
Maine, Arizona, New
Orleans); and

The findings from
these projects
could transform
early childhood
practices across
America.

8. Build on work already
underway in Chicago
and Omaha to follow
Educare graduates in
five additional cities
into elementary school
(Tulsa, Denver, Kansas
City, Maine, Atlanta).
The findings from these
projects could transform
early childhood practices across America.
Closer to home, Educare Omaha will celebrate its 15th anniversary in 2017. It’s
impossible to overestimate the impact Educare has had—and is having—in our
community and throughout Nebraska. I wouldn’t claim Educare as the only factor
or even as the most important factor always in the progress we see; but, there is
no denying how Educare has informed and inspired the Omaha Public Schools’
preschool expansion, the creation of three new Omaha Early Learning Centers, the
Learning Community’s early childhood work, and the Sixpence Early Learning Fund,
which is now rooted in more than 30 communities across Nebraska.
That all adds up to a great return on our investment—and it’s encouraged us to do
even more as we strive to achieve the vision Dr. Samuel Mesiels has described: “To
make Nebraska the best place in the nation to be baby.”
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That seems entirely possible in a state where—according to a first-of-its-kind statewide
Gallup poll, conducted for the Buffett Early Childhood Institute and co-funded by our
foundation—“68 percent of Nebraska residents believe early care and education
has a lot of impact on the long-term success of students in school and life.”
To that end, even as the Omaha Public Schools continues to expand its preschool
classrooms, the need for infant and toddler care is greater than ever. So, our
foundation partnered with OPS to open two Educare-inspired Omaha Early Learning
Centers in 2016, at Skinner and Gateway Elementary Schools. The centers serve
about 300 more infants, toddlers, preschoolers and their families. With the support
on an anonymous co-investor and others, a third Omaha Early Learning Center is being
planned as part of the 75 North development near Kennedy Elementary School. This
center, like the other two, will capitalize on deep partnerships with OPS, the Nebraska
Early Childhood Collaborative, Educare Omaha, and the Sherwood Foundation.
In the past year, the Nebraska Early Childhood Collaborative hired Shannon Cotsoradis
as CEO. In part, the Collaborative manages the multi-million dollar federal grant
supporting the Omaha Early Learning Centers. The Collaborative also provides
programmatic consultation and back-office services to the Centers and to the three
Educare schools in Omaha and Lincoln. With Shannon’s leadership, the reach of
the Collaborative is expected to stretch statewide helping to boost the quality of
services for thousands more children and families while also improving the
business practices and efficiencies of early childhood agencies across Nebraska.
I will close by briefly summarizing three areas of major opportunity I foresee in 2017,
even despite the headwinds we shall face.
FAMILY ENGAGEMENT

Portia Kennel continues to lead groundbreaking work to shift the paradigm in
how early childhood programs authentically partner with families to ensure
their children’s success. New tools and approaches—informed by Educare
families themselves, created in partnership with the Brazelton Touchpoints
Center—are being piloted at Educare Omaha and Educare Tulsa. In addition,
“family engagement” will be a special focus of the 2017 national Educare network
conference, which will be hosted by Educare DC in April. Ultimately, the lessons
from this work will be disseminated throughout the coast-to-coast Educare
Learning Network as well as the entire early childhood field.
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WORKFORCE AND LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Recruiting, retaining, and compensating a well-trained, highly motivated early childhood
workforce remains the field’s most daunting challenge. The solution is complex—
relating to staff education, pay, coaching, professional development, work conditions,
and so on. Therefore, the work is unfolding along several routes. Nationally,
Alliance for Early Success grantees—including the National Association for the
Education of Young Children—are addressing the multitude of policy-related
issues in this realm. In Nebraska, Buffett Early Childhood Institute is coordinating
a work group to take a statewide look at possible workforce solutions. At the same
time, our foundation is supporting a taskforce to develop recommendations specific
to the recruitment and retention of early childhood personnel in the Omaha and
Lincoln public schools.
FINANCING QUALITY SERVICES

Buffett Early Childhood Fund also is supporting a new National Academy of Sciences
study to determine how to best finance early care and education for children from
birth through Kindergarten in a way that’s accessible, affordable and high quality.
In addition, BECF is working with other funders through the national Early
Childhood Funders Collaborative to identify and support additional work on this
front aimed at cultivating a well-qualified and adequately supported workforce.
So, as you see, our work is far from finished. Now more than ever, continued
success in early learning will require an ever-widening circle of allies to build an
ever-stronger Early Childhood Movement.
As we step beyond the crossroads and head into this most unpredictable year,
we and our partners will remain vigilant—and we look forward to your continuing
support and guidance.
Sincerely,

Jessie Rasmussen
President, Buffett Early Childhood Fund
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Continued success
in early learning
will require an everwidening circle
of allies to build
an ever-stronger
Early Childhood
Movement.

13

CROSSROADS | BUFFETT EARLY CHILDHOOD FUND

Grants Summary

A 21st Century Vision
At Buffett Early Childhood Fund, we envision a society which celebrates the fact
that children are born learning, embraces the idea that stronger parent-child
relationships are central to the nation’s success, and helps vulnerable families
with babies, toddlers and preschoolers arrive at school healthy, eager to learn,
and inspired with hope.

An Inspiring Mission
Buffett Early Childhood Fund invests in public education where America is most
under-invested: the first five years of life and learning. We level the playing field
by investing in high-quality early learning for vulnerable infants, toddlers and
preschoolers growing up in families facing very tough odds. We seek to transform
early education in Omaha, to make Nebraska the best place in the country to be
a baby, and to make good on the great American promise of equal opportunity by
ensuring all children arrive at school eager to learn and ready to succeed.
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A Daunting Challenge
The early education “system” in America is fragmented, undercapitalized and
burdened with way too much low-quality care and education. For every $1 invested
in K-12 education in the United States, about 25-cents is invested in preschool while
a mere 7-cents is invested in infant and toddler care.
Poverty is worsening while wealth disparity is rising. Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families—created as federal “welfare reform” in the mid-1990s—distributed
$16.5 billion annually two decades ago. It distributes $16.5 billion annually today.
The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities estimates it has lost more than one-third
of its buying power. At the same time, more than half of U.S. school students are
now eligible for free-and-reduced lunches—and about half of all U.S. births are now
paid by Medicaid.
The situation is equally dire for
Nebraska’s roughly 60,000 at-risk
children and families. Omaha’s
poorest infants and toddlers live
in pockets of high crime and
poverty that rival Detroit and
Chicago. Plus, Nebraska has
one of America’s highest rates
of families in which both parents
are working. About 73 percent of
children younger than age 6 live in
Nebraska households where both
parents work. The U.S. average is
64 percent.
What’s more, “deep poverty”—
in which a U.S. family of three
lives on less than $9 a day per
family member—is staggering. In
Nebraska, an estimated 20,831
families with children under 9
years old live in deep poverty,
according to the National Center
for Children in Poverty.
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Catalysts for Change
Buffett Early Childhood Fund invests in early childhood practice, early childhood
policy, and early childhood science—often with other like-minded funders and
typically through private-public partnerships. We co-invest because we can do more
together than individually. Our investments are aimed at accelerating innovations,
augmenting sound practices and policies, and demonstrating what’s possible.
Nationally, Buffett Early Childhood Fund and seven other private foundations—
George Kaiser Family Foundation, W.K. Kellogg Foundation, Irving Harris
Foundation, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, JB & MK Pritzker’s Children’s Initiative,
David and Lucille Packard Foundation, and the Heising-Simons Foundation—coinvest in three core catalysts for change: Educare Learning Network, Alliance for
Early Success and First Five Years Fund. We co-invest in our Nebraska-focused
work, as well.
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2016 Grants Summary
Investments in Practice

$21,512,021

Educare Learning Network

11,110,163

Other National Investments

475,575

Nebraska Projects

9,909,393

Special Projects

16,890

Investments in Policy

$10,024,881

Investments in Science

Total Investments

$1,330,729

$32,867,631
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Investments in Practice
Educare Learning Network

$21,512,021
$11,110,163

The Educare Learning Network is a partnership involving Buffett Early
Childhood Fund, Ounce of Prevention Fund and more than 100 other publicprivate partners across the country. The network includes 21 high-performing,
well-evaluated Educare schools that are changing how America approaches
early learning. Together, we serve about 3,400 children and families in 13 states
plus the District of Columbia. Nearly 950 staff work at all of the Educare schools.
Nearly two dozen of the country’s greatest universities and early childhood
scholars are involved in evaluating Educare practices. Each Educare school
is designed as a catalyst for change, reaching thousands more children and
families by inspiring better practices and more effective public policies at the
community, state and federal levels.
Ounce of Prevention Fund
In partnership with the Irving Harris Foundation and Chicago Public Schools,
Ounce of Prevention Fund opened the first Educare school on Chicago’s south
side in 2000. The Ounce now provides core consultation, implementation
assistance and training to Educare schools in the coast-to-coast network (e.g.,
program planning, start-up, implementation, peer-to-peer learning via multiple
trainings, an annual national Educare conference, etc.)
Acceleration Grants
These new grants support clusters of Educare schools to work together on
eight specific projects aimed at maximizing Educare’s impact throughout the
early childhood field. In total, 19 Educare schools in 16 communities (Arizona,
Atlanta, Chicago, Denver, Kansas City, Lincoln, Maine, Miami, Milwaukee, New
Orleans, Oklahoma City, Omaha, Seattle, Tulsa, West DuPage and Winnebago)
are involved.
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FPG Child Development Institute at the University of North Carolina
Based at University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, the FPG Child Development
Institute is the national evaluation partner in the Educare national evaluation.
For the past nine years, the study has shown consistently impressive findings.
Educare prepares very vulnerable children with the vocabulary, social-emotional
and school readiness skills they need to be successful in school and life.
The study also shows Educare programs adhere to a high degree of highly
effective implementation; plus, Educare classrooms continue to set a national
standard, leading the field across a variety of measures of classroom and
instructional quality. The findings also show Educare is particularly beneficial
for dual-language learners, especially when they enter early and stay through
kindergarten entry.
Educare Washington, DC
Located about 4 miles northwest of the U.S. Capitol, Educare Washington, DC is
the network’s flagship school in the nationwide Educare Learning Network; but,
like all Educares, this school is first and foremost a community-based program
serving children and families who are facing some tough circumstances.
Located in Ward 7’s Kenilworth-Parkside neighborhood, Educare DC is adjacent
to Neval Thomas Elementary School and in the heart of the DC Promise
Neighborhood Initiative.
Educare Milwaukee
Educare Milwaukee is the third oldest school in the national network. Located
in the Metcalfe Park neighborhood on Milwaukee’s northwest side, Educare
Milwaukee is housed on the campus of the Next Door Foundation.
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Erikson Institute
Erikson Institute is the country’s top graduate school for child development.
The Educare Learning Network Distance Learning Project reaches teachers
across the country with exemplar online educational opportunities from Erikson.
Workforce development is a major challenge facing the early childhood field.
Online alternatives, done well, are crucial to meeting growing demand. (In work
that is funded separately by other sources, Erikson’s Herr Research Center for
Children and Social Policy serves as the local evaluation partner for Educare
West DuPage, located in the suburbs west of Chicago, and Erikson also partners
with Educare Chicago on a special math project.)
Opportunities Exchange
Led by Louise Stoney and Libbie Poppick, the work here is designed to improve
sustainability planning across the Educare network by better understanding
current funding and business practices at a select number of Educare schools.
Brazelton Touchpoints
Pioneering pediatrician Dr. T. Berry Brazelton, Dr. Joshua Sparrow and their
colleagues have inspired—and informed—our grantmaking for a long time. Now,
licensed psychologist and nurse practitioner Catherine Ayoub and others are
working closely with Portia Kennel to reimagine and redefine “effective family
engagement” in the early childhood field.
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Other National Investments

$475,575

Tides Foundation
The Campaign for Grade-Level Reading is a collaborative effort by foundations,
nonprofit partners, business leaders, government agencies, states and
communities across the nation to ensure that more children in low-income
families succeed in school and graduate prepared for college, a career and
active citizenship. This effort focuses on an important predictor of school success
and high school graduation—grade-level reading by the end of Third Grade.
National Association for the Education of Young Children
This project is aimed at addressing the workforce challenges facing the early
childhood field. Resolving these challenges will be key to improving—and
scaling—high levels of quality for millions more young children and their families.
Early Childhood Funders Collaborative
Positioned to educate and entice more private funders to invest in early
learning, the Early Childhood Funders Collaborative hired its first Executive
Director in 2016. Shannon Rudisill is a former deputy secretary in the US
Administration for Children and Families.
New America
This work is co-funded with the Packard, Heising-Simons and Gates foundations
to identify 10 essential elements of high-quality early childhood education.
Exemplar Early Childhood Providers
This work is part of an ongoing effort with the Stranahan foundation and the
Trust for Learning to share best practices across a variety of high-quality early
learning programs throughout the United State
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Nebraska

$9,909,393

More than 60,000 infants, toddlers and preschoolers in Nebraska are growing
up at-risk of failing school. The 11 counties in our state that account for 64
percent of all at-risk infants, toddlers and preschoolers also account for the
14 school districts with 70 percent of the state’s high school dropouts. Omaha,
Nebraska’s largest municipality, is a mid-sized city with big city problems. In
fact, the percentage of African-American children living in poverty in Omaha
is highest in the nation, topping nearly 60 percent. To make matters worse,
Nebraska’s child care licensing regulations, standards and subsidy policies are
considered to be among the country’s worst. The good news is more and more
people in Nebraska are beginning to awaken to the importance of investing
in early learning. Dr. Samuel Meisels, a global leader on early education and
the founding executive director of the Buffett Early Childhood Institute at the
University of Nebraska, has articulated a vision that many are adopting: “We
want to make Nebraska the best place in the nation to be a baby.” To that end,
Buffett Early Childhood Fund invests in early childhood practice, policy and
science in the Cornhusker State. Here is a recap of our Nebraska investments
in early childhood practice.
Omaha Early Learning Centers
As the Omaha Public Schools has expanded preschool instruction, we and
other private-sector partners have built two new Early Learning Centers to serve
an additional 300 infants, toddlers and families. Having opened in January 2016,
these Educare-inspired centers each have 16 classrooms adjacent to Skinner
and Gateway Elementary Schools. Public funding doesn’t yet exist to fully lift the
quality of programming in these centers to the excellent levels of Educare; but
the need for good services, especially for families with infants and toddlers,
is overwhelming.
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Educare Nebraska (Omaha and Lincoln)
Four Educare schools in Nebraska directly serve 714 infants, toddlers,
preschoolers and their families. With Educare Omaha serving families at Kellom
Elementary School on Omaha’s north side and Indian Hill Elementary School
on Omaha’s south side, Educare Lincoln serving families in our state capital,
and Educare Winnebago serving as the first Educare in a Native American
community, the Educare Nebraska Network provides high quality education and
care to a diverse range of families. (Oklahoma is the only other state with four
Educare schools. Four Educare schools also is the size the national Educare
Learning Network was in 2006, when the national network was formed.)
Nebraska Children and Families Foundation
Rooted in Relationships was established through Nebraska Children and
Families Foundation (NCFF) to respond to a gap identified through the
evaluation of Sixpence programs—the absence of resources and knowledge
(outside of Omaha and Lincoln) regarding the social-emotional development
of young children. This program is facilitating the development of community
systems and the implementation of the PBIS (Positive Behavioral Interventions
& Support) model in programs serving very young, vulnerable children.
Additionally, experienced coaches are supporting child care providers in
promoting the healthy social-emotional development of young children.
Early Childhood Services
Early Childhood Services administers a dual-generation strategy that promotes
pregnant and parenting teens to graduate from high school while also learning
how to promote their child’s early learning. A range of services (e.g., home
visitation, parent education, student achievement support, etc.) are provided
to approximately 500 children and their young parents through grants to five
community based agencies.
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Nebraska Early Childhood Collaborative
The Nebraska Early Childhood Collaborative is a new “shared services”
organization with two basic purposes: first, to boost program quality across
Nebraska by providing top-notch consultation, coaching and training to early
childhood professionals; and, second, to improve efficiencies in “back-office
operations” (e.g., finance, human resources, payroll, purchasing, etc.) for
numerous early childhood organizations, including Educare Omaha and the new
Omaha Early Learning Centers. The Collaborative also operates Nebraska Early
Childhood Exchange, an online resource hub where early childhood programs
can easily access a variety of tools (e.g., forms, guidelines, directories, etc.),
tips for improving quality, and valuable cost-saving discounts when purchasing
books, supplies, equipment, and so on.
Save the Children
Early Steps to School Success is a home-visiting intervention designed to equip
parents with the skills and knowledge they need to successfully support their
child’s growth and development. Starting prenatally and extending until the
child reaches 5 years old, the program was first implemented in Nebraska in
2011. Early Steps currently works with 12 partner sites in 7 counties, serving
about 550 children and their families. The Action Network is a national effort led
by early childhood champion Mark Shriver.
Project Harmony
Launched as a pilot program called “Babies from the Bench” and now
institutionalized with Project Harmony as an effort called “Impact from Infancy,”
this initiative focuses on protecting and improving the experiences of very
young children involved in the court system in Douglas and Sarpy Counties.
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University of Nebraska-Lincoln
There is great interest across the country in enhancing the development
of math and science skills in young children, but oftentimes early childhood
educators are not comfortable with these topics. Staff at UNL developed and
implemented a professional development program focused on building the
skills and competencies of Educare Omaha teachers in promoting early math
concepts with their students. Teachers have embraced this training and are
enthusiastically integrating math language and concepts into their classroom
activities. Plans are underway to expand the training to other Nebraska Educare
schools, provide direct classroom coaching and implement assessments of
child outcome.
College of St. Mary
As part of the effort to expand the early childhood workforce in Omaha and
throughout Nebraska, Buffett Early Childhood Fund supports scholarships for
students earning their Associate’s Degree at the College of St. Mary.
Lincoln Community Foundation
As part of Prosper Lincoln’s citywide effort to build a more successful
community by 2020, an Early Childhood Initiative seeks to increase cross-sector
ventures to advocate for and improve early childhood development, increase
public awareness about “quality,” and increase resources to enrich early
development at home, in various care settings and throughout the community.

Special Projects

$16,890

Special Projects include smaller grants for discrete activities
National Head Start Association
Ounce of Prevention Fund
Educare West DuPage
Nebraska Children and Families Foundation
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Investments in Policy

$10,024,881

There are about 16 million children younger than 6 years old in the United
States. If you want to improve state and federal public policies that affect young,
vulnerable children and families (and we do!), you have to work on multiple
fronts: in all 50 states, within the federal government, and with all of those
inside—and outside—of government who wield some measure of influence on
public policy decision-making. The challenge of doing this in a coordinated,
coherent and compelling way is not to be underestimated.
Alliance for Early Success
Alliance for Early Success, based in Kansas City and led by Lisa Klein, Ph.D.,
focuses on all 50 states, works more intensely with advocates in about half
of the states, and brokers the resources of 40 national organizations and
advisors that work in states on various early childhood issues. In 2016, Alliancesupported activities helped advocates in states: improve access to high quality
child care, expand home visiting and pre-K efforts, create comprehensive
data systems, and improve professional development for the early childhood
workforce. The Alliance, which focuses on children from birth through age eight,
was formed in 2005.
First Five Years Fund
First Five Years Fund, based in Washington DC and led by civil rights champion
Kris Perry, focuses on federal-level change. The organization provides policymakers,
advocates, business leaders and the public with the research and information
necessary to make informed investments in quality early childhood development.
First Five Years Fund helps to align best practices with the best possible policies
and works with advocacy groups, the White House and both parties in Congress
to negotiate federal solutions that work for children, families, taxpayers and
state governments. First Five Years Fund was formed in 2008 by a cadre of
national funders, including our foundation, and Ounce of Prevention Fund.
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Nebraska Children & Families Foundation/First Five Nebraska
First Five Nebraska works to change public policy by changing the public
conversation for Nebraska’s youngest children. The organization provides
objective data analysis, research results and other resources to policymakers
and others while promoting high-quality, effective programs that help children
who are at-risk of failing in school. First Five Nebraska also houses the work of
Dividends Nebraska (formerly, Nebraska Early Childhood Business Roundtable),
and “unexpected champions” for early childhood such as police chiefs, prosecutors
and military leaders through Fight Crime, Invest in Kids and Mission: Readiness.
Ounce of Prevention Fund
In coordination with the Alliance for Early Success, the Ounce National Policy
Team (NPT) provides direct technical assistance to multiple states to guide their
development of legislative and administrative policies impacting young children
living in circumstances of risk. The NPT also produces reports and guidance
regarding a variety of topics pertinent to the early childhood field.
Advancement Project
The noted civil rights organization annually convenes the Water Cooler Conference
to bring together various stakeholders to learn more about birth-to-five early
care and education.
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Investments in Science

$1,330,729

More than 150 well-regarded scientific studies from around the globe
demonstrate that “starting early” has significant short-term and long-term
effects on a child’s intellectual, physical, social and emotional development.
What happens in the earliest weeks, months and years of life shapes how well
children will do as students, as workers and as parents themselves.
Early childhood practice that is not driven by science is likely to be ineffective.
Science without real-world application to practice is of little value. Policy
developed without being informed by practice and informed by science is
counter-productive.
Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University
Dr. Jack Shonkoff continues to be a national leader in the translation of brain
science to early childhood practice and policy. He is not, however, content
with what we have learned thus far and is pushing for the next generation of
thinking through his “Frontiers of Innovation” work. “All breakthroughs come
from people trying things over and over again – and failing,” Dr. Shonkoff has
said. “But each time you fail, the next time you do something based on what
you learned from the failure.”
Dr. James J. Heckman
Winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics and based at the University of Chicago,
Dr. Heckman’s studies emphasize the importance of developing so-called “soft
skills” as well as intellectual development, describe how early learning begets
later learning, and herald a 13 percent return on investments in high-quality
early care and education.
National Academy of Sciences
Buffett Early Childhood Fund has supported two key efforts underway through
the National Academy of Sciences—a special project focusing on poverty and
a key study examining how to finance a high-quality workforce in the early
learning field.
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