Pathways to Quality

Minnesota Executive Function Scale (MEFS)
Project Description
One of the promising results from the Year 2 report of Think Small’s Pathways to Quality (P2Q) project stemmed from a
small pilot measuring children’s executive function. Executive function (EF) represents a broad set of skills that enable
individuals to meet adaptive goals (Best & Miller, 2010; Blair & Raver, 2012; Diamond & Lee, 2011). These skills
are necessary for academic success. In order to be successful academically, children must be able to do things like
concentrate, follow directions from teachers, get along with other children, and control their impulses.
In the P2Q pilot, the 42 children on whom data were collected showed improvement on these scores
after their early childhood education providers received quality supports (from a mean adjusted score of
26 to 33). This change was statistically significant (β = 6.8, p < 0.05). These results were slightly better
than the national average on the MEFS.
These results encouraged Think Small to expand the pilot and see if the results would apply more
broadly across the state. Further, Think Small hopes to examine the relationship between the quality of
early childhood education programs and executive functioning. This new longitudinal study will sample
94 early childhood education providers in eight diverse communities throughout the state. Eligible children being served by
these providers will then be recruited through primary caregivers to participate in this study. Children’s executive function
scores will be measured twice during the 2018-19 academic year, once in August 2018 and once in May 2019.

Results
1. How much did we do? (How many sessions, how many providers impacted, how many attendees, etc.)
The original pilot included 42 children from a handful of providers in Minneapolis and Saint Paul. The new study will
include 292 children from 94 providers around the state.

2. How well did we do it?
In the original pilot, children at early childhood education providers who received quality supports showed a statistically
significant improvement on their executive functioning. The new study will look broadly at the impact of high-quality early
childhood education programs on children’s executive function.

3. Is anyone better off? Why?
The Parent Aware validation studies have shown that high-quality matters
for student outcomes. The P2Q pilot study supported those findings. The
new study hopes to compare the impact of attending a high-quality early
childhood education program to the impact of attending a program that is
not high-quality on children’s MEFS scores. Given this previous research,
our hypothesis is that children attending high-quality programs will have high
growth in their executive function compared to children who are attending
programs that are not high-quality.
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“

In the original pilot, children at early childhood education providers who received quality supports showed a
statistically significant improvement on their executive functioning.

Challenges/Opportunties

”

There are a number of challenges to this project. The first relates to the
study itself. In studies like these, maintaining a big sample is tremendously
important. However, attrition is often a big problem. Think Small is working
with the researchers to design the study in a way that attempts to mitigate as
many causes of attrition as possible. Since attrition can never be prevented,
the researchers are planning to collect more than the minimum amount of
data needed.
The second challenge to this project s related to the communication of the
findings. While the importance of executive function on children’s school readiness and other future outcomes have been
well-documented, local understanding of and commitment to these issues is mixed. Further, there is a lack of consensus
on how to measure school readiness in Minnesota. Regardless of the outcome of the study, the communication of the
results will have to be carefully managed.
The last major challenge relates to how the results are applied to our current and future work.

“

While the importance of executive function on children’s school readiness and other future outcomes have been
well-documented, local understanding of and commitment to these issues is mixed.

Next Steps

”

As of May 2018, the study design and contracts for data collection (Rainbow Research) and analysis (Parsimony, Inc.)
have yet to be finalized. Phase one of the data collection is scheduled to start in August or September 2018 and phase two
will take place in the Spring of 2019.
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