
	  
 

Birth-Through-3rd Grade Challenge 
Project Overview 

 
Background 
The Birth-Through-3rd Grade Challenge (the “Challenge”) is a collaborative effort of: First 5 
Fresno County, Early Edge California (formerly Preschool California), the David and Lucile 
Packard Foundation, and the Fresno County Office of Education. These sponsoring partners 
have designed the Challenge to significantly increase the percentage of students proficient at 
reading by the third grade, with the following understanding: 

§ There is national consensus that third grade reading is a critical benchmark predictive 
of a child’s short-term (e.g., high school graduation and college entry rates, etc.) and 
long-term (e.g., economic prospects, poverty, and criminal justice involvement, etc.) 
outcomes;  

§ The Fresno County data showing 57 percent of all students, 66 percent of those 
classified as economically disadvantaged, and 84 percent of those classified as 
English Language Learners are below proficient in English Language Arts (2012 CST) 
in the third grade; and  

§ The research on brain and child development demonstrating these outcomes as 
inextricably linked to a variety of factors affecting the healthy development of a child 
from the pre-natal period forward. 

The Birth-Through-3rd Grade Challenge is intended to demonstrate how an intentional, 
integrated, and sustained system of support for families will result in significant improvements 
in reading proficiency, as well as other educational and health outcomes. 
 
About the Challenge 
The Challenge is an opportunity for school districts to show the vision and capacity to use best 
practices, peer learning, and technical assistance to establish a system of learning and support 
for its students and families, resulting in third grade reading proficiency. Five school districts 
were selected to participate based on their responses to a Request For Applications (RFA). 
Each selected district has chosen one to two schools (Challenge Schools) to focus on in their 
planning and implementation.  The Challenge is organized in two phases: 

1. A Design Phase (September 2013 - April 2014) -- Challenge Grant recipients are 
provided support to develop innovative plans to improve third grade reading, and 

2. An Implementation Phase (starting in the 2014-15 school year) -- Challenge Grant 
recipients receive matching funds to implement their plans over a multi-year period. 

 



	  
 
Professional Learning Community 
The core activity of the Design Phase will be a seven-session Professional Learning Community 
series providing: 

§ Access to high level content, best practices, and subject-matter experts on the critical 
components of a Birth-Through-3rd Grade continuum; 

§ Facilitated peer-learning dialogues where they can generate a deepened understanding 
of the content provided; and 

§ Individualized coaching and technical assistance to help devise strategies and align 
systems to achieve the reading outcome. 

 
Policy Cabinet 
Concurrent with the Professional Learning Community, a Policy Cabinet, consisting primarily of 
the Challenge Grant superintendents, county department heads, and other community leaders, 
will focus on addressing systems-level policies to support the Challenge Districts’/Schools’ plans. 
 
Sponsoring Partners 
First 5 Fresno County is a public organization that was created in 1998 when California voters 
passed Proposition 10 known as "The Children and Families Act," which levied a tobacco tax to 
support investments in high quality early childhood systems and services.  
Fresno County Office of Education provides leadership, professional development and 
educational services to Fresno County schools and school districts.  Among other roles, it 
serves as a conduit for educational leaders on educational best practices and resources.  
David and Lucile Packard Foundation is a California-based family foundation. It is guided by 
the enduring business philosophy and personal values of David and Lucile, who helped found 
one of the world’s leading technology companies.  The Foundation’s Children, Families, and 
Communities program strives to ensure that all children have the opportunity to reach their full 
potential, and its grant making strategies address two interrelated and fundamental needs that 
must be met for children to thrive: health and education.  
Early Edge California, formerly Preschool California, works to ensure all children have the 
early experiences necessary to be successful learners, setting them on a path to college and 
career readiness. 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
For more information about the Birth-Through-3rd Grade Challenge, please contact: 
Mercedes Carmona, First 5 Fresno County, (559)-241-6583, mcarmona@first5fresno.org 
Dr. Michele Cantwell-Copher, Fresno County Office of Education, (559)-265-4036, mcopher@fcoe.org	  


