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Letter from PASR Leadership
Partners:

Parent Aware for School Readiness (PASR) was founded based on a gap analysis of community needs. The new organization was 
created in 2012 because business and civic leaders saw there was a critical need for a new entity to do what existing early education 
advocates were not or could not do on their own – promote and protect the Parent Aware Ratings.

While protection of the Ratings standards is always an important focus, in 2013 the promotion of the Ratings is an especially 
urgent need.

Why is promotion so important? Minnesota’s early education reform model is designed to drive quality improvement though voluntarily 
adoption of early education best practices.  Volunteerism will only happen if providers are adequately rewarded for adopting the 
practices, and the best reward any business can receive is customers.

Just as Consumer Reports Ratings, Angie’s List, and JD Power Ratings drive new customers to high performing businesses every single 
day, the Parent Aware Ratings will continue to drive new customers to high quality child care and early education providers, as long as 
parents are aware of the Ratings.

That’s where PASR’s parent education campaign comes in. The PASR-funded radio, TV, online, social media, and newspaper ads are 
helping parents understand 1) the urgent importance of early education and 2) how the Ratings work.

In 2013, PASR got its campaign off to a promising start. When the campaign is running, unique visitors to the Ratings search site spike 
dramatically, and this trend reverses when the campaign stops. Moreover, our surveys find that an overwhelming majority of parents 
now say that all parents should be using the Ratings, and that they will consider recommending the Ratings to peers. In other words, the 
seeds of parent engagement and consumer demand driven change are being planted.

Now, PASR needs to secure the funding to bring this campaign to parents statewide. This is an exciting time for our early education 
reform movement. We need to work together to seize this historic opportunity to at long last address a root cause of Minnesota’s 
shameful education achievement gap.

Sincerely,
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Progress in 2013
The two primary ways PASR achieves its mission is by rewarding 
providers engaged in early education quality improvement and 
empowering parents to find and use these providers. We do 
this work on the public airwaves, on the Internet, in Minnesota 
communities, and in the halls of the State Capitol.

Rewarding Providers. PASR is committed to 
rewarding providers who volunteer to adopt early education 
best practices and get a Parent Aware Rating. The stronger 
the rewards we are able to put in place, the more providers 
will volunteer to use the best practices. The more providers 
volunteer to use best practices, the more children will become 
ready for school.

•	 New Scholarships. PASR played a leadership role in 
the MinneMinds coalition, which successfully pushed 
for the enactment of $40 million in new early education 
scholarships to help low-income children access Parent 
Aware-rated child care and early education programs. During 
the 2013 session the number of state-funded scholarships 
available each year grew from 460 to 4,057.

 
•	 New CCAP Bonuses. In addition to tying new state spending 

to the Ratings, PASR also is fighting to require that existing 
state child care subsidies only go to providers who are using 
early education best practices. Important progress was made 
on this front, with the enactment of a new CCAP bonus. 
Under this bonus program, providers at the 3- and 4-star 
rating levels are rewarded with higher CCAP payments.

•	 New Marketing Support. PASR-produced and -financed 
radio, online, newspaper, outdoor, and television ads are 
running to let parents know about how they can use the 
Parent Aware Ratings in their early education shopping. For 
rated providers, this serves as a free marketing campaign to 
drive parents to their quality program. 

•	 New Customers. The PASR-financed ad campaign is 
driving about 6,600 new visitors to the Parent Aware Ratings 
search website every month. This is a major benefit for rated 
providers, and a major draw for providers wondering whether 
they should volunteer to measure and improve their early 
education quality. 
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$2M

FY2013 FY2014

$23M

$150M*
needed

Total annual state appropriation 
for scholarships vs. need

*Estimated need to cover eligible 
3- and 4-year-olds statewide in coordination with existing 

resources = $150M/year.

Total annual state-funded scholarships 
available vs. need

21,000
full scholarships 

needed

*Current scholarship amount is capped at $5,000. Flexibility 
in the amount is needed to ensure kids are getting the level 

of programming necessary to be school ready.

460
partial 

scholarships

FY2013 FY2014

4,057
partial 

scholarships*

The State of Minnesota’s Early Education Reform Movement
Almost half of Minnesota children are not prepared for kindergarten, and too many never catch up. To address this troubling and persistent 
problem, PASR’s mission is to improve early education by protecting and promoting the Parent Aware Ratings, which help parents find 
child care providers in their communities using early education best practices. In 2013, there was a great deal of progress on this front.
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Available scholarships growing, but fall far short of need



16% 
of Eligible 
Providers

Rated

62,500 
Children in 

Rated 
  Programs**

2015
3,700 

programs

Parent Aware participation has more than doubled in 2013.*

2013
1,490 

programs

2014
2,600 

programs

500 1,000 1,500 2,000 2,500 3,000 3,5000 4,000

Participating Programs as 
of October 15, 2013 = 1193 

529 as of 
12/31/2012 

2012
650 

programs
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Informing Parents. To prepare more Minnesota children for school, PASR is helping parents find the increasing number of 
providers in their communities who are volunteering to adopt early education best practices.  

Almost no parents are equipped to identify early education best practices on their own. But armed with the Parent Aware Ratings, every 
parent is empowered to be an expert shopper for their child. These informed and empowered parents using the Ratings in their shopping 
are creating a strong incentive for providers to improve their quality and obtain a Rating.

•	 Statewide Expansion of Ratings. Thanks to the hard work of the Minnesota Department of Human Services and its 
implementation partners, the Parent Aware Ratings expanded to 14 new counties and participation more than doubled in 2013. 
Parent Aware Ratings will be available to all Minnesota parents by 2015.

•	 Ads Driving Deeper Parental Engagement. Many early education experts talk about the need to improve parental 
engagement in their child’s early education. PASR is doing that. The new PASR-developed and -funded ad campaign, along 
with its complimentary www.isyourchildready.com tool, is changing parental attitudes about early education, and raising 
awareness of the Parent Aware Ratings. 

Eligible now

Coming online in 2014

Areas with full Parent Aware 
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*Race to the Top Targets in orange. ** Based on PASR estimate, count includes 
duplication. Includes children ages 0-12 
at all family income levels.

Ratings fully available in nearly one-third 
of Minnesota counties



PASR Promotion Engaging Parents
PASR conducted evaluation surveys of Minnesota parents before and after its 2013 radio, online, print, outdoor, and TV ad campaign. 
These are some of the changes that the evaluation documented:

•	 Increase In Search Website Traffic. When the Parent Aware Ratings ads run, the number of new visitors to the Ratings search 
website spikes immediately and dramatically. Over a recent six-month ad flight, 39,735 “unique visitors” visited the search site, an 
amount that would fill Target Field. This stream of new users will continue as long as the PASR-funded ads continue. These new 
Ratings-aware parents represent the new reality in Minnesota child care marketplace.

Website Traffic June 2012-September 2013

•	 Strengthening of Ratings Awareness. The new Parent Aware 
ads are making parents more familiar with the Parent Aware 
Ratings. Already, there has been doubling of the number of 
people aware of the Ratings, from 20% of parents before the 
ad campaign to 43% after an initial 6-month burst of ads. The 
survey evaluation also found a rapid surge of people who are 
aware of the Ratings ads, from none to 62%. 

20%

43% 

Strengthening of 
Ratings Awareness

Pre-campaign
awareness

Post-campaign
awareness
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•	 Positive Feedback About Ads. A large majority of Minnesota 
parents value the information they are getting from the PASR-
produced ads. An overwhelming 67% of parents of young 
children agree the ads “gave me new information,” 65% agree 
the ads “showed why early education is important,” and 61% 
agree the ads “made me stop and think about the need for pre-
kindergarten kids to be in stimulating learning environments.” At 
the same time, only 7% of parents thought the ads “contained 
false or misleading statements.”

•	 Improvement in Early Ed Attitudes and Beliefs. The ads not 
only promote the Ratings; they also educate parents, parent 
influencers, thought-leaders, and policymakers about the overall 
importance of early learning. PASR believes changing such 
attitudes and beliefs will lead to parents demanding more from 
their providers and themselves. PASR’s evaluation survey found 
that 98% of Minnesota parents who were aware of ads agree “it 
is important for children to be ready for kindergarten,” and 73% 
of parents who were aware of ads agree that “when children 
start kindergarten behind, many don’t catch up.” These attitudes 
are holding steady over time. Finally, just 3% of parents who 
were aware of the ads agreed that “focusing on education can 
wait until after kindergarten.” 

•	 Improvement in Ratings-related Attitudes and Intentions. 
An overwhelming 72% of Minnesota parents who were aware 
of the ads say that “all parents should be asking questions 
about a child care providers’ Parent Aware Rating.” The survey 
also found that, all other things being equal, 77% of parents 
aware of ads would choose a rated provider, while only 7% of 
such parents would choose an unrated provider. Finally, 72% 
of parents aware of ads say that they might recommend the 
Ratings to someone in the future.

•	 Parental Use of Ratings. As noted earlier, we have found that 
an average of about 6,600 unique visitors per month are coming 
to the Ratings search site while ads are running. However, in 
the evaluation survey, it was difficult to measure statistically 
significant changes in behaviors, because the qualifying sub-
sample size of parents who are both aware of the ads and have 
visited the Ratings search site remains relatively small. From 
what we can tell through these small sub-samples, about half of 
those who looked at the Ratings used them in their shopping. 
We expect to make greater progress on our longer-term 
behavior change goals in 2014.

72% of Minnesota parents who were aware 
of the ads say that “all parents should 
be asking questions about a child care 
providers’ Parent Aware Rating.” 

All other things being equal, 77% of parents 
aware of ads would choose a rated provider, 
while only 7% of such parents would choose 
an unrated provider. 

6,600 
unique website

visitors each month 
ads are running

61% agree the ads “made me stop 
and think about the need for pre-
kindergarten kids to be in stimulating 
learning environments.” 
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Looming Challenges To Address
In 2013, PASR issued its first annual report card to hold PASR and its partners accountable for enacting PASR-backed school readiness 
reforms. That Report Card is available on PASR’s website. This year, the private sector earned a “B”, while the public sector earned a 
“B+” on the PASR Report Card. Despite that positive grade, there are some significant challenges looming on the horizon in 2014.

•	 17,000 Low-Income Children Still Left Behind. Even with the new scholarships, 17,000 Minnesota children remain either stuck 
on waiting lists or in low quality care. 

•	 CCAP Still Unaccountable. Currently, Minnesota taxpayers are investing millions of dollars in the Child Care Assistance Program 
(CCAP), which currently sends children to child care providers who are not using early education best practices. This is a huge 
disservice to the affected children, and to taxpayers paying the $130 million bill. 

•	 Poor Recruitment of Child Care Providers. To its credit, the State of Minnesota has set aggressive goals for the recruitment 
of non-accredited child care centers and family child care homes, however, we are falling far short of the targeted numbers of 
volunteers in those categories.

•	 Partially Disappointing Ad Results. 
The investment PASR made into 
online banner ads was not as efficient 
as other tactics used, according to 
its follow-up research.  Likewise, 
the marketing kits given to rated 
providers to market their rating in their 
neighborhoods are being under-used. 

•	 Search Website Engagement. While 
the PASR-financed ad campaign is 
driving parents to the Parent Aware 
Ratings search website, PASR 
research is finding that too many 
parents are only spending a short time 
on the website. 
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Seeking Our Early Education Tipping Point
PASR believes that if its campaign can convince even a relatively modest number of parents to use 
Ratings in their shopping and recommend Ratings to others, that small group’s actions can make a big 
difference in driving providers to voluntarily get rated and adopt early education best practices. 

Malcolm Gladwell’s book The Tipping Point attributes the success of some “social epidemics” to the actions 
of just 20 percent of the population, citing the “Pareto Principle,” also known as “The Law of the Vital Few.” 
Whatever the threshold to reach such a “tipping point” on this particular issue turns out to be, PASR is 
mindful that broad change often stems from the initial behavior change of a relatively small group of people.  
While no public education campaign can ever be persuasive to 100% of its audience, universal persuasion 
will not be necessary to drive broad changes in Minnesota’s child care and early education marketplace.

“The Minnesota Early Learning Foundation pilot identified reforms that actually work in the real world, but 
we all know that there are a lot of terrific reform ideas that work that gather dust on the shelf. PASR is 
making sure that doesn’t happen.”

Duane Benson
Former Business Partnership CEO

Former Minnesota Senate Minority Leader

7%

Non-accredited 
Child Care Centers

Rated

100%

75%

50%

25%

0%

25% 2013 Target

740 programs eligible

2%

Non-accredited Family 
Child Care

16%

Rated

2013 Target

100%

75%

50%

25%

0%
5,400 programs eligible

Too few rated child care providers



The Plan for 2014 
In 2014, PASR will be doing its part to aggressively address these challenges, and urging our partners to do the same.

•	 Push for More Scholarships. Because PASR will never achieve its school readiness goals until low-income children are able to 
access high quality early education, adding early education scholarships that are tied to the Parent Aware Ratings remains a top 
priority for PASR.

•	 Make New Scholarships More Flexible. The scholarship program adopted in 2013 needs adjustments in 2014 to make it work better 
for low-income families. Namely, all scholarships should 1) have flexible amounts, to serve a wide variety of family circumstances; 2) 
be controlled by low-income parents rather than institutions; 3) be portable when a parent wants or needs to change providers; and 4) 
help children access high quality programs, rather than financing other provider expenses. These are all attributes of the scholarship 
model that was proven effective in the MELF pilot. The new scholarships should adopt that proven approach.

How Is That New Scholarship Being Used?
The new scholarships created by the Governor and Legislature in 2013 are now being implemented. The Minnesota Department of 
Education (MDE), has divided the approximately $23 million available this year into 1) a pool that goes directly to low-income parents to 
help them get their children into the Parent Aware program of their choice (MDE calls this “Pathway I”) and 2) a pool of funding that goes 
directly to institutions such as schools, Head Start sites, and child care programs (MDE calls this “Pathway II”). 

The Pathway I scholarships are true to the model that PASR, the Chamber of Commerce, and the Business Partnership have advocated 
for. This direct scholarship model was proven effective in the $20 million MELF pilot program, and is the approach Minnesota proposed 
in its $45 million federal Race to the Top grant.

PROGRAMMATIC 
SUBSIDIES

(“Pathway II”)

50% of the new 
scholarship money

SCHOLARSHIPS 
DIRECTLY TO KIDS 

(“Pathway I”)

50% of new 
scholarship money

RECOMMENDED, 
PROVEN 

PASR-BACKED
MODEL

EMPOWERING FOR PARENTS. Scholarship goes to 
parents so they can choose from a broad array of rated 
providers that best fits their needs (best location, cultural 
fit, price, style fit, etc.)

✔ ✔
PORTABLE FOR PARENTS. When circumstances 
change, parents can keep their scholarship and take it 
with them to a new provider of their choice.

✔ ✔
FOR KIDS ONLY. Can only be used to help low-
income kids access programming, rather than to pay for 
programmatic expenses.

✔ ✔
REWARDS QUALITY IMPROVEMENT. 
Provides maximum amount of rewards to providers who 
volunteer to adopt early ed best practices.

✔ ✔
FREE MARKET APPROACH. Creates a system where 
all providers have an equal opportunity to compete in 
the marketplace for the consumer demand created by a 
single, large pool of scholarship funding.

✔ ✔

EASIER FOR INSTITUTIONS. Gives programs more 
predictability in budget planning. ✔
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“PASR is a rare organization with no vested 
interest in early education reform issues, 
other than the best kindergarten-readiness 
for Minnesota kids. We need that honest 
broker in these discussions.”

Sen. Carla Nelson (R-Rochester)

•	 Make Current Public Investments More 
Accountable. PASR’s top legislative priority 
for 2014 is to require, within five years, that all 
recipients of Minnesota’s $130 million per year 
Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) have 
a Parent Aware Rating, indicating that they are 
using at least some early education best practices. 
This kind of CCAP reform will ensure the CCAP 
program is accountable for school readiness 
goals, and strengthen the rewards available to 
providers who are adopting early education best 
practices.

•	 Support Better Provider Recruitment. Though provider recruitment was never intended to be a primary area of focus for PASR, 
PASR is attempting to address poor provider recruitment by investing in direct-to-provider mailings, financial incentives, and other 
proven approaches for improving recruitment outcomes.

•	 Adjust Ad Campaign. In 2014, PASR will be halting ad tactics that underperformed, such as online banner ads, and augmenting 
tactics that performed well, such as website search engine ads. Through trial and evaluation, PASR is identifying the most efficient 
and effective tactics for informing and empowering parents, and directing its investments accordingly.

•	 Improve Provider Rewards. PASR will continue to look for ways to improve rewards for child care providers who volunteer to use 
early education best practices, such as additional CCAP payments, additional scholarships, quality improvement coaching and 
grants, and tax credits for providers who invest in early education-related improvements.

•	 Search Website Enhancements. PASR is making a significant investment in upgrading the state’s online child care search 
website. The enhancements will make the site much more user-friendly, clear, and engaging.

In 2014 and beyond, PASR won’t shy away from either celebrating Minnesota’s early education successes or shining a light 
on its struggles. Both celebrations and candid transparency are necessary to get as many Minnesota children ready for 
kindergarten as soon as possible.

“PASR stands alone as an organization that can build 
the support of business people. Without PASR’s focus 
on excellence and rigor, early childhood education in 
Minnesota would be just a compromise among competing 
interests instead of the right new initiative at the right time 
for the kids who need it most.”

Rep. Ryan Winkler (DFL-Golden Valley)
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PASR’s Sense of Urgency
To tightly focus its mission and foster a sense of urgency for 
helping Minnesota children prepare for kindergarten as soon as 
possible, the PASR Board of Directors voted on July 26, 2013 to 
eliminate itself at the end of 2016.

Background. In 2006, a business oriented non-profit called the 
Minnesota Early Learning Foundation (MELF) was formed for 
the sole purpose of piloting an early education approach that 
works. After that mission was completed, MELF voluntarily seized 
operations in 2011, as originally planned. 

Similarly in 2012, PASR was formed to swiftly and efficiently 
implement the MELF-piloted and -recommended market-based 
approach. 

PASR’s financial scope is more limited than MELF’s, requiring 
only about one-third as much private funding. Like MELF, PASR 
receives no governmental funding. 

PASR Votes To Sunset in 2016. To encourage the completion 
of that implementation-oriented mission by the end of 2016, the 
PASR Board of Directors voted unanimously to seize operations 
at the end of 2016.

 
Institutionalizing A Sense of Urgency. Every year nearly half 
of Minnesota’s children are starting kindergarten behind, and too 
many never catch up. For that reason, PASR feels strongly that 
Minnesotans need to feel a sense of urgency to implement early 
education reforms. The sunset provision makes sure PASR feels 
that sense of urgency every single day it exists. 

PASR also hopes its 2016 sunset helps our partners and donors 
stay focused, and feel a near-term sense of urgency. As the 
saying goes, nothing focuses the mind like a deadline.

The year 2016 was chosen as the sunset date, because by 
2015 the $45 million federal Race-to-the-Top grant, which is 
being used in part to implement the Parent Aware Ratings 
and prekindergarten scholarships and many other PASR-
recommended reforms, will be completed. In addition, by 2015 
the Parent Aware Ratings will have been implemented statewide. 
Therefore, there will have been a year to evaluate those initiatives, 
and make recommendations for making additional sustainable 
improvements into the future.
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3M Community Giving
Albright Foundation
All Covered
Julie M. & Douglas M. Baker, Jr. Fund 
of the Minneapolis Foundation
Carol Barnett
Frank Bennett & Mary Lenard
Duane & Melissa Benson
Mary Brainerd
Kenneth & Elizabeth Burdick
Cargill Foundation
Michael V. & Ann C. Ciresi
Ecolab Foundation

F. R. Bigelow Foundation
General Mills Foundation
Lynn & Reid Haglin
Hubbard Foundation
Robbin & Kristine Johnson
Scott & Ann Jones
Jan & Gene Kruchoski
LRE Foundation
Ericca Maas & Ben Richter in honor 
of Peter, Johannes & Fiona Richter
Mardag Foundation
Peter & Jessica McDonald
McKnight Foundation

Minnesota Early Learning Foundation
Tim Penny
Robins, Kaplan, Miller & Ciresi LLP 
Foundation for Children
Art & Cheri Rolnick
Saint Paul Foundation
Fred Senn
Warren Staley
Thrivent Financial For Lutherans 
Foundation
WEM Foundation

Donors

Our most recent 990 filing and audited financial statements are available on our website, www.pasrmn.org/about/donors.
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