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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Purpose and scope of LITES 

A growing body of research indicates that high quality early learning experiences can 

promote young children’s development (Camilli et al. 2010; Duncan and Magnuson 2013). 

Recent research bringing together neuroscience, child development, and economics has made the 

case that children’s early experiences are deeply influenced by poverty and have impacts on their 

cognitive, social-emotional, and physical health outcomes that extend into the school years and 

beyond (Camilli et al. 2010; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child 2007; Halle et 

al. 2009; Yoshikawa et al. 2013). These findings have emphasized the need for high quality early 

learning experiences for disadvantaged children that can promote development and reduce 

achievement gaps. Research is building about the effectiveness of preschool programs for 

preparing disadvantaged children for entry into kindergarten and beyond, yet less is known about 

effective program models to support infant and toddler early learning. Therefore, the Office of 

the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE), in partnership with the Office of 

Planning, Research and Evaluation, within the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

funded Mathematica Policy Research and its partners to conduct the Learning about Infant and 

Toddler Early Education Services (LITES) project. LITES aimed to identify replicable program 

models that support infant and toddler early learning in out-of-home early care and education 

(ECE) settings to inform future research, policy, and program directions at the federal, state, and 

local levels. 

LITES includes two main components: (1) a systematic review to identify effective program 

models in out-of-home ECE settings that support infant and toddler early learning, and (2) a scan 

of the field for program models that are of interest (or “compelling”) for supporting these 

domains of infant/toddler development, but lack rigorous research examining impacts on 

children’s outcomes. For both components, we examined infant and toddler early learning 

models that targeted children’s cognitive, language, and/or social-emotional/behavioral 

development. For the systematic review, we conducted a comprehensive literature review to 

identify studies with eligible research designs, rated the quality of the studies, and examined 

evidence of effectiveness on children’s outcomes. In contrast, for the compelling models scan, 

we identified models through a nomination process and discussion with a small group of experts 

in the field 0F

1
 This report focuses on the compelling models identified in that scan. To learn more 

about the scope, methodology, and findings for the systematic review, please refer to Monahan et 

al. 2015 

Together, the two components provide a picture of available models to support infant and 

toddler early learning, including those with rigorous evidence of effectiveness on child outcomes 

and those considered compelling in the field but lacking rigorous research evidence. This latter 

1
 We developed the compelling models nomination process to identify models considered compelling by ECE 

experts. Because it was a nomination process, this report does not provide a representative or exhaustive list of all 

possible replicable program models that support infant and toddler early learning in out-of-home ECE settings and 

lack rigorous research. 
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component is a unique contribution of LITES since most systematic reviews do not include a 

category of models without rigorous research on the identified outcomes of interest. LITES, 

however, does not provide an all-inclusive review of all available infant and toddler early 

learning models nor the full range of descriptive research conducted on them. An exhaustive 

scan for all potential programs was beyond the scope of this report. For example, models in the 

systematic review whose studies were all rated as low quality were not considered for or 

included in the compelling models report. The models with only low-rated studies are described 

in Appendixes A and B of Monahan et al. 2015. 

Methods 

We defined “compelling models” as models that are viewed by the ECE field as having 

potential for promoting infant and toddler early learning in out-of-home settings, but have not yet 

been rigorously evaluated. The primary distinction between the models included in this report 

and those included in the LITES systematic review is the availability of research examining the 

impact of the models on child outcomes in the domains of language, cognition, and/or social 

emotional/behavioral development. To identify potential compelling models, we disseminated a 

call for nominations to electronic mailing lists for practitioners and researchers in ECE and 

related fields, and we solicited nominations directly from ECE experts. We sought well-specified 

models 1F

2
 that included a defined package of components to support infant and toddler early 

learning, or professional development to help caregivers support infant and toddler early 

learning. Services had to broadly target infants and toddlers and/or their out-of-home caregivers; 

programs that narrowly targeted children with specific diagnosed disabilities or medical 

conditions were not included.  

The nomination process yielded 21 relevant models. To prioritize them, we applied four 

criteria: (1) the model had at least one descriptive study of child outcomes with potentially 

positive findings; (2) the model had at least one impact study with positive findings on interim 

outcomes (structural features of care, caregiver-child interaction, caregiver skills or knowledge 

of child development, or global ECE quality); (3) the model had documentation to support 

replication (such as training manuals or implementation guidelines); or (4) the model had been 

used in at least two independent sites or, for curricula, in at least five percent of Early Head Start 

programs. 2F

3
 In consultation with ASPE, ACF, and an expert work group, we selected models that 

met at least two of these criteria for further examination 3F

4

2
 We defined well-specified models as those that had: (1) clear inclusion and exclusion criteria that define the 

population for which the model is intended, (2) a clear description of the model components or features that must be 

present, and (3) clear practice guidance to promote consistency of service delivery (such as the availability of 

implementation guides and staff training materials, requirements for staff qualifications, or the availability of 

ongoing technical assistance; Fixsen et al. 2013). 

3
 We deemed five percent to be a reasonable cut point as the number of programs using each curricula dropped 

considerably below the cut point.   

4
 For the LITES systematic review (see Monahan et al. 2015), models were included if their studies used an eligible 

research design and examined impacts on specified child outcomes. Studies in the systematic review were rated 

based on the internal validity of the research. Studies were rated ‘low’ if they had an eligible design but did not meet 

review standards.  Models included in the systematic review were not eligible for consideration in this compelling 
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Results 

Based on the prioritization criteria, LITES identified 13 compelling models to support infant 

and toddler early learning in out-of-home ECE settings that show potential for the field but have 

not yet been rigorously evaluated (Box 1). Two of the models provide direct early learning 

services 4F

5
 to infants and toddlers; six models focus primarily on working with caregivers through 

coaching, modeling, or consultation to help them support infant and toddler early learning; and 

five models are infant/toddler curricula.5F

6
 Although the 13 models are distinct enough to warrant 

sorting them into these three categories, there is some unavoidable overlap. For example, the 

direct early learning models, as well as some curriculum models, include coaching or 

consultation for caregivers.  

Box I. Compelling models prioritized for inclusion in the report 

 

Across the 13 models, the range of target outcomes include children’s development (9 

models), caregiver knowledge and skills (3 models), and environment quality (3 models; 

Appendix B, Table B.1). Of the nine models targeting children’s development, seven (including 

                                                 
(continued) 

models report. None of the models that only had studies rated low in the systematic review were nominated for the 

compelling models component. In addition, the project schedule did not allow time for the research team to add 

models with only low-rated studies to the list of models under consideration for the compelling models scan. 

5
 For LITES, we considered direct early learning services to be services targeted directly to infants and toddlers to 

support their early learning and intended to influence children’s cognitive, language, and/or social-

emotional/behavioral development. 

6
 For purposes of this project, we used the definition of curriculum Epstein et al. (1996) used in their review of 

models of early childhood education. They defined curriculum as a set of education practices that are recommended 

from a specific theoretical viewpoint. Further, we focused on models that included documentation to support 

implementation of the practices. 

Models that provide direct early learning services to children:  

 Early Learning Readiness Program for Informal Family, Friend, and Neighbor Caregivers  

 Educare 
 
Models that primarily focus on professional development for caregivers:  

 Early Childhood Consultation Partnership  

 Expanding Quality in Infant Toddler Care course and EQ RELATE Model of Coaching 

 First Beginnings (Philadelphia Inclusion Network) 

 Infant Caregiver Mentoring Project 

 Seeds to Success 

 Smart Support 
 

Curricula models: 

 Assessment, Evaluation, and Programming System, Second Edition, Curriculum for Birth to Three 
Years 

 The Creative Curriculum for Family Child Care, Second Edition 

 The Creative Curriculum for Infants, Toddlers & Twos, Third Edition 

 Hawaii Early Learning Profile 0-3 

 HighScope Infant-Toddler Curriculum 
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all five curriculum models) target multiple domains of development, including language, 

cognition, and social emotional/behavioral development and two (both mental health 

consultation models) target only children’s social emotional/behavioral development. Although 

only three models specifically target caregivers’ knowledge and skills, all 13 models include 

supports for caregivers (such as offering training, coaching, or consultation or implementation 

guides and other materials) to help them support children’s development and/or improve 

program quality.  

Within categories of models we identified common features. Specifically, the models 

primarily focused on professional development for caregivers were most often relationship-

based, one-on-one interventions that were offered to caregivers in ECE settings and were focused 

on achieving specific and articulated objectives. Most of the models were intensive with services 

offered weekly or biweekly and substantial in duration lasting from four to six months.  

According to the research literature, these features may represent effective practices in 

professional development (U.S. Department of Education 2010). All five curricula models are 

linked to child assessment tools; the assessments are designed to guide caregivers in how they 

individualize services for children. These models also include preschool versions (some of which 

have been rigorously evaluated) allowing for continuity of approaches from birth to age 5 years.  

The 13 compelling models we profile in this report are in different stages of development. 

The level of specification in the compelling models we profiled varied, both across models and 

across implementation components (Table ES.1). For example, all 13 models specified target 

populations of infants, toddlers, and/or their caregivers, as well as target outcomes for those 

populations. Most also had available implementation guides, training materials, and qualified 

trainers. Almost half of the models had fidelity standards and systems for monitoring fidelity. 

However, even the models with written materials to support implementation could benefit from 

additional guidance about the components that need to be in place to implement the model with 

fidelity. This would require developing standards that include minimum specifications for the 

model to provide consistent service delivery. For example, developers might consider not only 

making training available, but also setting minimum specifications for the types and levels of 

training required by staff implementing the model. Without this information, researchers and 

practitioners may not have the information they need to understand whether the model is being 

implemented in adherence with the developer’s specifications. In addition, in some instances a 

practitioner may want to adapt an existing model for use with a different population (for 

example, dual language learners) but have little guidance or support on how to do this. 
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Table ES.1. Overview of documented implementation components 

Implementation component Number of compelling models 

The model developer has specified the following: 

Target outcomes 13 

Target population 13 

Dosage of services 8 

Program length 9 

Staff education requirements 3 

Staff training requirements 6 

Supports for implementation 13 

Implementation/operation manuals 11 

Training materials 12 

Qualified trainers 12 

Fidelity standards 6 

Systems for monitoring fidelity 6 

Because we focused on identifying models that had not yet been part of an impact study to 

examine children’s outcomes, we anticipated finding primarily implementation or descriptive 

research on these models. Eight of the 13 models had at least one research study, although most 

had only one study (Table ES.2). 6F

7
 None of the curricula models had existing research. Four 

models had studies examining implementation (Early Childhood Consultation Partnership 

[ECCP], Early Learning Readiness Program [ELR], Smart Support, and Seeds to Success); two 

models had descriptive studies measuring children’s outcomes (Educare and Smart Support); and 

four models had descriptive studies of interim outcomes (ELR, Educare, First Beginnings, and 

Smart Support). The research also included three randomized controlled trials (RCTs) measuring 

interim outcomes (Expanding Quality in Infant Toddler Care and EQ RELATE coaching model, 

Infant Caregiver Mentoring Project, and Seeds to Success) 7F

8
 At the time this report was written, 

impact studies examining child outcomes were also under way for two models: ECCP and 

Educare. Because results were not yet available for these impact studies, however, these two 

models were not included in the LITES systematic review. Across the five descriptive and three 

impact studies of interim outcomes, the outcome domains measured included observed quality 

7
 We only report findings from studies that focused on infants and toddlers and their caregivers. Specifically, we 

report findings on children’s outcomes for infants and toddlers, or interim outcomes for infant and toddler caregivers 

or settings where infants and toddlers received care (structural features of care, caregiver-child interaction, caregiver 

skills or knowledge of child development, or global ECE quality). We include findings from implementation studies 

if they reported on care settings for infants and toddlers. 

8
 These models were not eligible for the LITES systematic review because the impact studies measured only interim 

outcomes. To be eligible for the systematic review, the models had to have eligible research designs examining the 

impact of the models on child outcomes in the domains of language, cognition, and/or social emotional/behavioral 

development. 
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(seven studies) and caregiver knowledge and skills (four studies)8F

9
 Across the two descriptive 

studies of child outcomes both measured social-emotional/behavioral development and one also 

measured school readiness and vocabulary. The three models with impact studies of interim 

outcomes were all professional development models; the findings pointed to the potential of 

these models to improve observed quality and increase caregiver knowledge and skills. 

Table ES.2. Overview of research on compelling models, by study type 

Model 
Implementation 

study 

Descriptive 
study: child 
outcomes 

Descriptive 
study: interim 

outcomes
a

Impact study: 
interim 

outcomes 

Impact study 
underway: child 

outcomes  

Early Childhood 
Consultation 
Partnership (ECCP) 

 
b

Early Learning 
Readiness (ELR) 
Program 

 

Educare   
c

Expanding Quality in 
Infant Toddler Care 
(EQIT) course and EQ 
RELATE Model of 
Coaching 


d

First Beginnings
e



Infant Caregiver 
Mentoring Project

e 
f

Seeds to Success
e

 

Smart Support  
g
 

g

a
Interim outcomes are those other than child outcomes that are thought to be related to child development. For 
LITES, this included the following domains: global ECE quality, structural features of care, caregiver-child 
interaction, and caregiver knowledge of child development. 

b
Results from a small pilot impact evaluation of ECCP became publically available in December 2014, after the 
analyses for the LITES systematic review and compelling models profiles were complete. 

c
Data collection is in progress for the first phase of an impact study on Educare, which follows children through age 3; 
the youngest children in the study turn 3 in September 2015.

d
The study of EQIT included comparison groups of convenience. Within the EQIT intervention group, participants 
were randomly assigned to receive different amounts of coaching.  

e
First Beginnings and the Infant Caregiver Mentoring Project are not currently active. After the Seeds to Success 
demonstration period concluded, it was used to develop a new system called Early Achievers, which is currently in 
operation. 

f
The study of the Infant Caregiver Mentoring Project used a randomized design, but reported analyses of pre-post 
differences within groups.  

g
Smart Support presented study results in an infographic provided by the developer rather than a research report. 

Although many of the models have begun the process of building a research base, additional 

research on out-of-home ECE models for infants and toddlers is essential for moving the field 

9
 The total number of descriptive studies measuring interim outcomes is five because one model, First Beginnings, 

has two studies. 
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forward. The compelling models that are well-specified and have some existing research 

evidence might be ready for impact studies that examine their effects on children’s outcomes. 

The two models that are currently the focus of impact studies could be tested with different 

subgroups of caregivers (for example, family child care providers and center-based providers) or 

children (for example, dual language learners and monolingual English speakers) to identify the 

groups for which particular strategies are most effective. Others might require a full spectrum of 

research, including implementation studies, outcome studies, and rapid cycle evaluations, to test 

the feasibility of staff training and implementation procedures, develop standards for high-

fidelity implementation and measures to monitor fidelity, and assess whether the models show 

potential for producing intended outcomes. In addition, research is needed on the components of 

the models that are most important to achieving desired child outcomes. Such a process of model 

development and initial testing could lay the groundwork for rigorous evaluation to identify 

effective models and model components that have strong potential to improve outcomes for 

infants and toddlers and prepare them for further learning as they transition into preschool.  

Since the process of developing and testing models requires time and resources, several 

innovative strategies should be considered for supporting model development. Recent attention 

has been given to the use of rapid cycle evaluations as a cost-effective strategy for guiding 

decision making (Cody and Asher 2014; Metz et al. 2015). By leveraging data available in 

administrative records, model developers can test interventions more quickly than evaluations 

that require collecting data. Because the outcomes need to be observable in a short period of 

time, it is most useful in looking at outputs and impacts on intermediate outcomes. Rapid cycle 

evaluations can be particularly useful in testing potentials solutions to implementation 

difficulties. For example, this type of evaluation could be used to test interventions for increasing 

ongoing attendance rates of informal caregivers participating in ELR (such as altering the time of 

day events are offered, offering transportation, or using text message reminders); ELR 

administrative data could serve as a data source for tracking whether the interventions led to 

increased attendance. In this way, it is a powerful tool for informing decision makers about ways 

to continually improve program models.  

Model developers and other decision-makers may also be able to collaborate with networks 

of researchers to implement these types of evaluations. For example, the Network for 

Infant/Toddler Researchers (NITR) sponsored by OPRE, collaborative innovation and 

improvement networks (CoIINs), and Early Learning Labs could serve as forums for supporting 

development of ECE models for infants and toddlers. These networks bring together 

practitioners, researchers, and experts for mutual learning. Early Learning Labs aim to accelerate 

experimentation and development of scalable early learning interventions.  
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Key Findings 

 LITES defined “compelling models” as models that are viewed by the ECE field as having potential to 
promote infant and toddler early learning in out-of-home settings, but have not yet been rigorously evaluated. 
LITES prioritized models that met at least two of the following four criteria: 

1. At least one descriptive study of child outcomes with potentially positive findings (2 models met this 
criteria) 

2. At least one impact study with positive findings on interim outcomes (3 models met this criteria)  

3. Documentation to support replication (all 13 models met this criteria) 

4. Used in at least two independent sites or, for curricula, in at least five percent of Early Head Start 
programs (all 13 models met this criteria) 

 LITES examined infant and toddler early learning models that targeted children’s cognitive, language, or 
social-emotional/behavioral development. LITES identified compelling models through a nomination process 
and discussion with a small group of experts in the field. Together with the systematic review, the two 
components provide an extensive picture of available models to support infant and toddler early learning, 
including those with rigorous evidence of effectiveness on child outcomes and those considered compelling 
in the field but lacking rigorous research evidence. LITES, however, does not provide an exhaustive review of 
all available infant and toddler early learning models nor the full range of descriptive research conducted on 
them. 

 LITES identified 13 compelling models to support infant and toddler early learning in out-of-home ECE 
settings that have potential for the field but not yet rigorously evaluated.  

- 2 models provide direct early learning services to infants and toddlers. 

- 6 models provide coaching, modeling, or consultation to help caregivers support infant and toddler early 
learning. 

- 5 models are infant/toddler curricula. 

 The outcomes targeted by the compelling models include children’s development (9 models), caregiver 
knowledge and skills (3 models), and environment quality (3 models).  

- Of the nine models targeting children’s development, seven (including all five curriculum models) target 
multiple domains of development including language, cognition, and social emotional/ behavioral 
development and two (both mental health consultation models) target only children’s social emotional/ 
behavioral development.  

- Although only three models specifically target caregivers’ knowledge and skills, all 13 models include 
supports for caregivers (such as offering training, coaching, or consultation to caregivers, or 
implementation guides and other materials). 

 The level of specification of the compelling models varied. All models could benefit from additional guidance 
on how to implement with fidelity. Staff in many infant and toddler ECE settings may be using models with 
limited training or support, potentially resulting in wide variation in implementation. 

 Eight of the 13 models had at least some research, usually a single implementation or descriptive study. Two 
models had descriptive studies measuring child outcomes and four had descriptive studies measuring interim 
outcomes. Three models had impact studies examining interim outcomes, and impact studies examining 
child outcomes were under way for two models. None of the curricula models had existing research.   

- Across the five descriptive and three impact studies of interim outcomes, the outcome domains measured 
included observed quality (seven studies) and caregiver knowledge and skills (four studies).  

- Across the two descriptive studies of child outcomes both measured social-emotional/behavioral 
development and one also measured school readiness and vocabulary. 

- The three models with impact studies of interim outcomes were all professional development models; the 
findings pointed to the potential of these models to improve observed quality and increase caregiver 
knowledge and skills.    

 A full spectrum of implementation and outcome research is needed to develop well-specified ECE models, 
test the feasibility of implementation, develop fidelity standards and measures, and assess whether the 
models show potential for improving infant/toddler early learning outcomes. This research would lay the 
groundwork for rigorous evaluation to test model effectiveness.  
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