
Building Capacity for Organizational Improvement in 
Early Care and Education:  

The Breakthrough Series Collaborative Approach 
Anne Douglass, PhD 

Associate Professor of Early Care & Education 
University of Massachusetts Boston 

anne.douglass@umb.edu 

Funding:  This project was funded by the Boston Public Health Commission, by Grant No. 2011-MU-MU-K003 awarded 
by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice.  
Points of view or opinions in this document are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the official 
position or policies of the Department of Justice. 

mailto:anne.douglass@umb.edu


Agenda 

1. Study Context 
2. The Breakthrough Series Collaborative Methodology 
3. Study Findings: Coaching teams and organization for 

learning and improvement  



Study Context: Breakthrough Series Collaborative 
 on Trauma-Informed ECE 

➢Professional development intervention with six urban ECE 
programs, led by the city’s public health commission and 
funded by the US Department of Justice 
 

➢Dual focus: 
1. Trauma-Informed Care practices 
2. Teach methods for improvement (implementation) 



What is the BSC Model for Improvement? 

➢A structured evidence-based quality improvement method for 
learning and implementing new practices 

➢Purpose: 
➢To close the gap between what we know and what we do 
➢Promote spread  & sustainability of improved/new practices 

➢Extensive evidence supporting this method in health care sector 
 

 
 
 

• Institute for Healthcare Improvement, www.IHI.org 

http://www.ihi.org/


Learning Collaborative Process 

• 18 months, multiple teams 
• Pre-Work and Launch period 
• 4 2-day Learning Sessions: mutual cross-team learning; 

interactive 
• Action Periods: testing change (PDSAs) 

– Affinity groups meeting 
– Technical assistance 
– On-site team/organizational Coaching (added/expanded) 



Shift in Professional Development Approach 

• Organizational and systems approach to 
professional development 

• Teacher quality is a property of organizations, and 
the organizational capacity to support and sustain 
high quality practices.  

• Requires new capabilities of our PD systems and 
providers 



Research Questions 

1. How was the BSC methodology implemented in the 
ECE context?   

2. How did ECE programs improve trauma-informed 
practices as a result of the BSC? 

3. How might the BSC model be best adapted for the 
ECE context? 



Results: Implementation 
Core Components as Facilitators of Change 

1. Implementation teams  
2. Data and feedback loops: metrics  
3. Implementation infrastructure 

 
➢What did they look like in practice and why did 

they matter? 



Results: Implementation Components as 
Facilitators of Improvement 

1. Teams  
➢Engaged organizational members across roles 

to collectively lead change 
➢Teachers, in some cases, parents, as active 

agents of change 
➢Teams drove the change, not an external 

“expert” 



Teacher Team Member 

• “[Through my participation in the BSC] I've become 
a stronger teacher; I’m known more in the 
community. It's led me spread my wings into the 
project and made me feel strong and that I deserve 
the same respect as all involved in the BSC .” 



Parent Team Member 

• I like our parent meetings because when we first 
started, we were all a little shy … but if you go to one of 
our parent meetings now, you'll think that we all hang 
out outside of the meeting because of the way that we 
talk to each other, we interact with each other, the way 
we throw out ideas at each other, which is what I like 
so... I don't only have my own opinion. I get to hear 
somebody else, like, ‘Oh, that would actually be a good 
idea. Maybe we should try that.’  
 



Results: Implementation Components (Cont.) 
 

2. Data and Feedback Loops 
➢ Collected monthly metrics and discussed/analyzed together 

➢ Ex: # of behavioral disruptions today;  # of children about whom two-way 
communication took place between teaching staff and parents/caregivers  

➢ PDSA cycles: learned how to test small changes, to see if they worked, and learn 
how to make continuous improvement 
 

3. Infrastructure 
➢ Regular cross-role meetings with “relational space” 

 Built organizational capacity for change and improvement 
 Mutual learning and reflective practice; problem-solving communication 

 



Learning to Improve: Using Data and PDSAs 
In the beginning I was trying to communicate with [this parent]. I offered to do 
her child's progress report over the phone. So I felt like I was taking the steps 
and she was kinda like brushing it off.  
 
And then I was just like, “Okay, that didn't work.”  Through the [BSC] program I 
learned, “Okay, that didn't work, so what am I gonna do next to try to 
communicate with that parent?” … Not just “That didn't work, okay, I'm just 
gonna back off,” And that's when the PDSA of the e-mail came to mind.  
 
So I think that's definitely a good example of how my parent approach has 
changed. Now I'm persistent in a way that's respectful…. I just have to keep 
trying and find another way if something doesn't work.  - Teacher 





Lessons Learned 
1. Demonstrates an integrated and embedded PD approach:  

➢ Coaching for content AND coaching for improvement 
➢ Engage leaders, educators, and support staff and parents together as agents 

of change and improvement  
➢ Creates supportive organizational context for learning and improvement 

2. Need to build organizational and systems infrastructure for 
improvement 
➢ Organizational routines: Adult meeting time/space 
➢ Organizational health and resilience   
➢ Building PD and QI system capacity to support systems approach to 

improvement 
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